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Dedication
الرحِ يْم
َّ الرحْمٰ ِن
َّ ِبِس ِْم هللا
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ُ ُصالتِي َون
ِ ّلِل َر
ِ َّ ِ اي َو َم َماتِي
َ قُ ْل إِ َّن
َ َسكِي َو َمحْ ي

Say, “Indeed, my prayer, my rites of sacrifice, my living and my dying are for Allah,
Lord of the worlds. No partner has He. And this I have been commanded, and I am the first
[among you] of the Muslims.”
(Quran, Al-An’aam, verses 162-163)
To my beloved Syria, may you soon recover and become the beautiful place I have once
known.
To all those who lost their lives fighting for it, all those who suffered, and all those
refugees around the world, Syria will become great again because of your sacrifices.

Peace and love will prevail
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Abstract
The purpose of this study was three-fold. First, it aimed to focus on the experiences of
Syrian female refugees studying English online and examine their reactions. Second, it
researched the impact learning English online had on their identity as language learners. Third, it
investigated how learning English online affected their daily life interactions in their new
environment.
The participants in this study were nine Syrian female refugees, but the stories
highlighted the experiences of two focal participants. Through narrative inquiry, I collected
stories about their perceptions of the online English course and how they used English in and out
of the online class. To study English online, the participants used two online platforms: MyTime
English to access the English materials and Google Meet to hold the synchronous sessions. All
participants received training in using the online platforms prior to beginning the online course,
which lasted eight weeks. Data was collected through interviews, online observations and video
recordings, participants’ journals, and researcher reflections. In writing the narratives, I adopted
Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) three-dimensional space approach, which allowed for a rich
and comprehensive view of participants’ lives and experiences. I combined and juxtaposed
narratives to present various perspectives.
The narratives provided a rich understanding of participants’ experiences and showed
how studying English online served to result in changes in their lives on various levels: personal,
educational, and social. Analysis showed how online language learning impacted the way they
viewed English and allowed for more autonomy. Furthermore, it affected their lifestyles and

viii

attitudes. Dual language instruction had a major role in influencing attitudes and comprehension
and gave rise to a sense of equality. The participants also negotiated their identities as language
learners in multiple ways. Those were impacted by community of practice to which they
belonged, motivation, ethics of care, family support, and dual language instruction. This research
serves to highlight the importance of online-language learning to refugees both as a tool and as a
means that can positively influence perceptions about themselves as productive language
learners.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
The minute you speak to someone you’re engaging in an identity negotiation … ‘Who are
you? Where are you? How do I relate to you? How do you see me?’ So when someone
says their personality changes, what they’re saying is: ‘When I talk to other people my
personality changes.’
(Norton, as cited in Prentis, 2017, para. 11)
The past decade has witnessed much turbulence due to the increase in warfare and
instability around the world. Arab countries have undergone unprecedented conflict, which
impacted many countries, including Syria. Thus, political and economic insecurity caused a
drastic increase in the number of refugees around the world.
Displacement and migration led Syrian refugees to come as far as the United States
where people speak a different language. This has given rise to the need to teach them English to
help them survive in their new surroundings. Syrian refugees are dispersed around the United
States and face several obstacles such as lack of transportation, which makes technology a
promising means for connecting with them.
While I strive to adopt technology to reach Syrian refugees to provide them a muchneeded opportunity, I am also responding to Idriss’s (2016) call for the uptake of technology to
“provide a way to interrupt a toxic cycle of violence and fear” (para. 5). Idriss suggested using
technology to help build peace by enabling people to communicate with others around the world.
By the same token, I aspire to use technology to help Syrian refugees learn English to provide
opportunities for increased interaction and bridge an existing gap between them and the local
people. Through communication, these refugees will not only close a divide in culture and
lifestyle but will also be able to give a sense of who they are since as Norris (2007) stated,
1

“Identity is claimed, contested and re-constructed in interaction and in relation to the other
participants” (p. 657).
This study is situated in the field of identity and second language learning in an online
environment. I was interested in focusing on the stories of Syrian female refugees learning
English online and how that impacts their identity. I relied on narrative inquiry since it allows for
story sharing and gives refugees a voice to recount their own experiences (De Fina & Tseng,
2017). The rationale for my focus on females will be clearly explained in the next section where
I discuss my motivations as a researcher.
Researcher Motivations
During one of the courses in my PhD program, I was asked, “What does identity mean to
you?” This straightforward question left me lost for words thinking, ‘How can I clearly explain
who I am and what made me given the many experiences, languages, and countries to which I
have been exposed?’ Thinking deeply for an answer to that question sparked my interest in the
field of identity and spurred me to understand how refugees can shape their own identities in a
new language and a new country.
As a Syrian living in the United States, I am aware how difficult life can be for Syrian
refugees who not only lack English language skills, but also need to get accustomed to a
completely new lifestyle. Thus, I possess an urge to support them in their new experience
knowing well their fears, apprehension, and frustration at having to leave a whole life behind
them and deciding to start a new one in a place where they have no ties and whose language they
cannot speak. I chose to focus on Syrian female refugees for several reasons. First, as a ‘hijabi
female’, that is a woman who wears a headscarf, I have been through several instances where
people would stare at me because I am covering my hair. Being open to different cultures, fluent
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in English, and outspoken allowed me to always smile at them, which would be a conversation
starter most of the time. I am aware of the perceptions people have of women who wear
headscarves, particularly during a period marked by increasing xenophobia and inequality
(Skinner, 2017). During such instances, I feel the need to assure people that looks do not convey
much about one’s personality and behavior.
Unfortunately, many Syrian female refugees refrain from mingling with other people
because of their inadequate language skills. I have repeatedly heard stories about Syrian females
who avoid eye contact or look away from strangers so as not to engage in conversations in
English. Personally, I find such acts troublesome not only because these women are unable to
communicate with the society around them, but also because they can be misunderstood as being
unsocial and unfriendly.
During my doctoral studies, I volunteered in refugee programs that aim to help Syrian
refugee children improve their English. Due to this experience, I saw firsthand many of the
challenges these children face while trying to learn a new language and adapt to a new schooling
system. I repeatedly heard my refugee students complain that their mothers could not help them
because they did not understand English. This is another reason that inspired me to carry out this
research. Equipping the mothers with the language they need to survive in the United States will
not only help them but will also greatly influence their children by setting a good example for
them. I believe when you teach a mother, you teach an entire generation.
As an English teacher, I know how different English is from the refugees’ mother tongue
and am well-informed of the difficulties they will face in their language-learning journey. Thus,
in this research I set out to support them to learn English, which I hope will open doors for them
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to lead a more integrated and content life, one where they are not afraid of using English and
mingling with others in the greater community of their new home.
Adopting a narrative inquiry approach helped paint a picture of the experiences of Syrian
female refugees since narrative provides stories about what took place at a certain place and at a
certain time (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). As a Syrian educator, I feel the urge to help my own
people in the best way I can, that is, by teaching them how to speak the language of the country
in which they reside. Since I taught English online for a decade and because I believe in the
importance of technology in education, I plan to reach out to those refugees wherever they are
and help them learn English online.
Having taught English as a foreign language (EFL) for almost two decades in different
Arab countries has allowed me to witness how learning a second language can liberate people,
widen learners’ perspectives, and grant them chances they never thought existed. My background
as a Syrian female language teacher has not only sparked my interest in researching second
language but extended to question how language learning can influence refugees’ identities,
particularly Syrian female refugees.
Through this study, I intend to help Syrian female refugees learn English online hoping
that this will enable them to engage with their new environment and allow them to present
themselves in a new society in which individuals do not know much about them but may have
misconceptions about who they are and what roles they hold in life. In fact, this is particularly
important because as Buck and Silver (2012) note, “Muslim girls and women are active meaning
makers and producers of culture.” (p. 11). Being the unique individuals they are, Syrian female
refugees will bring much insight and knowledge to this research.
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To situate my study further, I will begin by providing some brief background information
about the current situation in Syria and some facts and figures to explain what caused civilians to
disperse and come as far as the United States. I will also present a statement of the problem and
provide various definitions of the term “identity.” Next, I will introduce the theoretical
frameworks adopted in this study and the research questions guiding this work. Further, I will
discuss the purpose and significance of the study and the potential implications it may have in
the field. Finally, I will present the definitions of some recurring terms.
Background Information
Political upheavals take place because of several underlying factors related to citizens’
dissatisfaction with their government and its policies (Cohen, 2014). Such upheavals may
ultimately yield positive results, but often come at the cost of a country’s economy, stability, and
may even lead to long-term repercussions such as people’s displacement and migration.
The political upheaval in Syria (2011- 2020) has been one of the worst in the history of
mankind. It has continued for a decade and is an embodiment of all forms of human atrocities.
The unrelenting harshness, growing insecurity, and bleak future caused a staggering five million
civilians to flee to other countries seeking refuge (Mercy Corps, 2020). Stamm and Harness
(2016) mentioned the calamity traumatized almost half of the twenty-three million people of
Syria with 11 million displaced, one million wounded, and as many as 250,000 dead.
Living as a refugee, albeit in peace is not always pleasant. For Syrian refugees, it means
living in camps and the beginning of a new phase of struggle where they feel they are dying. For
example, “Abu Tarik,” who lives in the Zaatari camp in Jordan, said, “We were waiting for our
deaths so we came out, but we found our second deaths here” (Rudoren, 2013, para. 3).
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With the war raging, neighboring countries reached their limits and could no longer host
more refugees (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2017). The United States and other European countries
equally announced their readiness to accommodate refugees. The United States, under the
Obama administration, (Harris et al., 2015) began to resettle Syrian refugees. Several Syrians
began their journey to the United States to seek a stable and safe life for their families and escape
the unforeseen future. “Faez,” a young civilian who escaped from Syria, recalls how he felt when
the International Organization for Migration informed his family they were destined to leave
Jordan to the United States (Altman, 2015). For “Faez,” who lacked language skills and material
possessions, moving to the United States was a challenge for which he felt “ill-equipped.” The
American government expected refugees to be able to support themselves in a very short time,
but “Faez” “didn’t feel ready for that” (para. 21).
Realizing the American dream has always been tempting to all people who aspire to live
in a country where they are free to voice their opinion and have equal opportunities to prosper
and lead a successful life. Little did Syrian refugees know their hardship would not end once
they reached the ‘land of opportunity.’ These refugees to the United States became aware of their
plight when they realized that without English, they cannot lead a normal life. Settling in a new
country whose language they do not speak, they found themselves unable to obtain a job, go
shopping, or even communicate with others around them. “Ahmad,” a refugee from Daraa, was
worried about the future and was concerned he would not find work without being able to
communicate in English (Basu, 2016). “Mohammed’s” story (Mohammed, originally a tailor in
Homs) was not different from that of other refugees; he took English classes but being in class
for so many hours a day did not help him find a stable job (Frej & Abdelaziz, 2017). He
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complained learning grammar does not help, “We want to learn conversational English to engage
with people at work” (para. 15).
The situation is not less cruel for females who do not usually partake in acts of violence
during times of war, but nonetheless undergo much aggression (Eriksson, 2011). Amnesty
International (2016) reported that Syrian female refugees suffer from lack of safety, food, and
healthcare and are victims of physical assault and exploitation. As for the number of Syrian
female refugees in the United States, the exact number cannot be determined due to difficulties
in data collection (Freedman et al., 2017). However, Keith Ellison, an American politician and
lawyer, contended that women and children represent about 75% of those refugees (Valverde,
2017).
Research about women during times of war has painted an image of them as helpless
victims (Asaf, 2017). Asaf believes women have capabilities to challenge such assumptions. She
collected data about Syrian female refugees to prove they can overcome dire situations. UNHCR
(2014) also reported women became the breadwinners in one-fourth of Syrian families. Rama
(2013) described how the “Arab Awakening” was an opportunity for women to assume more
active roles in society. Indeed, Asaf (2017) discussed how experiencing different forms of
hardships liberated Syrian female refugees and led them to take new roles. Being part of the
workforce, working Syrian female refugees have not only challenged their once fixed roles as
housewives, but have also changed how they perceive themselves. Statistics show only 6% of the
refugees admitted into the United States have a college degree while 32% only have a primary
education, which is likely to affect the quality of life they will have in the United States
(Nowrasteh, 2015).
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The Syrian ‘holocaust’ has opened the eyes of Syrian female refugees to the importance
of education (Asaf, 2017; Haynes et al., 2012). “Noor”, a Syrian female refugee emphasized, “A
girl needs her education.” She added, “If I had been educated, I’d be able to provide for my
family in this situation. A boy can find work in places a girl can’t. To work, she needs to have
her education.” (UNHCR, 2014, p. 25).
Statement of the Problem
Refugees face many issues upon settling in a new country. For example, they worry about
securing work, lack of transportation, and access to services such as health care and education.
Female refugees’ challenges may be heightened because in addition to all the problems they
share with other refugees, they face other issues that may prevent them from adapting to their
new life. Culture and language may not be the only barriers to their adaptation, they may also be
held back from socializing and learning the language of the host country by their role as mothers
who must attend to their family needs (Rivera, 1999). Their story is like that of many refugees
but made worse by their frequent seclusion from the surrounding environment.
The language barrier is a tremendous hurdle, which Syrian female refugees need to
overcome before they can find a stable job, communicate with people around them, and begin to
feel settled. Several questions arise: are Syrian female refugees willing to overcome the language
barrier? What are their reasons for learning English? What aspirations do they have for their
future lives? How do they think learning English will help them? How will learning English
affect them and impact their lives as refugees in the United States? These are questions that
guided this narrative inquiry study.
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In this study, I am interested in investigating the reasons why Syrian female refugees
want to learn English. Why do they want to invest in learning English and how will that impact
their identity?
To begin, the term “identity” assumes distinct meanings for different scholars (Ha, 2008;
Ige, 2010; Sfard & Prusak, 2005; Wu, 2011). Ha believes it has a dissimilar meaning in the East
and the West. For the East, it has to do with being part of a group whereas the West views
identity as “hybrid and multiple” (p. 64). Ige believes that identity reflects how people
comprehend themselves with respect to others. Sfard and Prusak view identity “as a set of
reifying, significant, endorsable stories about a person” (p. 14). Identity as viewed by Wu is
closely related to social contexts and is not only how one perceives themselves, but also how
they are perceived by others.
Thus, identity is fluid and changing; learners meet people from all walks of life and it is
the relationships they make and the interactions they have that define who they are and how their
identities will change and develop. Hall (2013) talked about identity as being socially
constructed and how people are shaped by their various experiences. When people use language,
they reflect their identities, and these are numerous depending on what identities people assume
in relation to their age, status, geographical regions, religions and so on. As such, every
individual has multiple identities with respect to different aspects of their lives; one can be a
mother, a wife, a professor, a female activist, and quite likely, a refugee.
Much research has focused on the relationship between identity and language learning
(Blackledge & Creese, 2010; Heller, 2007; Higgins, 2009; Miller, 2003; Norton, 2000).
Acquiring a new identity in a second language is likely to be much more challenging in relation
to refugees who are expected to adjust to a new culture and environment at a vulnerable time
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when they have experienced trauma. However, there is no literature on identity formation among
Syrian female refugees. Considering that the Syrian crisis is ongoing, the emerging questions
related to Syrian female refugees’ situation and experience have not received much attention and
are yet under researched. It is important to investigate the experiences of Syrian female refugees
in the United States learning English online including the various factors that affect their
identity.
The idea that people exhibit multiple identities depending on their experiences and
background and with whom they interact has been adopted to investigate how learners’ culture
and social background affects their language learning (Kim, 2003; Morgan, 1997; Norton, 1995).
Atay and Ece (2009) perceived language learning as a sociocultural phenomenon that provides
opportunities for shaping different identities. Hence, a language learner’s identity is affected by
the people with whom they interact, their surroundings, as well as their motivations for learning
the language. Thus, Syrian refugees are likely to experience an identity conflict in a new country
where they are away from their people exposed to a new language and immersed in a new
culture.
In studying Syrian female refugees, it is important to consider several points that might
affect their experience and impact their ability to adjust to their new environment. These include
their roles as mothers and their language proficiency. It is also important to understand how the
new society treats them and helps them adjust. “Asmaa,” a mother of two, found herself
responsible for her children after her husband went missing in Syria (Margolis, 2016). She and
her two sons were the first refugees to move to Idaho. “Asmaa” faced many challenges while
trying to adapt to her new life. She was repeatedly yelled at and called “a terrorist” for wearing a
hijab. She gave a TED talk at the University of Idaho telling people how much she loves
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America and asking them not to fear people who look like her. “Asmaa’s” son was also assaulted
for being a Muslim, but that did not stop her from reaching out to people and trying to explain to
them that Syrians are peaceful and are only admitted in the United States after a laborious vetting
system. “Asmaa” is brave and speaks English well, so she could stand up and address Idaho’s
people, but what about other Syrian female refugees? How can they communicate with others?
How can they explain they are not here to harm but to live safely? How do they feel when they
hear such stories?
Resettlement in a foreign country requires gaining knowledge about the country’s new
environment and rules. Refugees are confronted with this need, which entails several issues with
language learning at the forefront. People display different identities depending on their roles in
life and their relationships in the world. In studying how Syrian female refugees construct their
identity in a new environment, attention should be paid to how they interact with others and how
their identity develops as they learn English online. See Figure 1 for a full illustration of the
factors that should be given careful consideration.

Syrian
refugees

The role of
females

Technology

Identity

Syrian culture

Language
learning

Figure 1. Factors Impacting Syrian Female Refugees’ Identities in the United States
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Syrian female refugees are immersed in a new environment where they need to
communicate with people in a new language to complete different tasks. Hence, knowledge of
English holds prospects for a better life. Learning a second language and dealing with new
people is likely to affect their identities. In this study, I explored the perceptions of individual
Syrian women who came to the United States as refugees in relation to their learning English
online and how their identities develop as they negotiate a new understanding of themselves with
respect to language learning and their environment.
Purpose of the Study
In this context, my purpose in this study is to qualitatively explore the perceptions of
Syrian female refugees about learning English online and how learning English helps them
construct their identities both online and in their daily lives. It is a timely and important research
endeavor considering the growing number of refugees (Helm, 2017) and the absence of literature
on their identity development in a new culture. The study is much needed to help draw attention
to the reality of Syrian female refugees and help raise awareness about their struggles. I also
intend the final product to contribute to the understanding of how educators can best help
refugees learn English. This research will help fill a gap since there is no existing literature about
Syrian female refugees in the United States, their language-learning journey, and identity
formation.
Research Questions
Adopting distinct qualitative methods guided by principles of narrative inquiry, I aim to
explore the experiences of Syrian female refugees in their online language-learning journey and
investigate how such experiences affect their identity. Teaching English online to Syrian female
refugees, I intend to investigate the following research questions:
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1. What stories are Syrian female refugees willing to share about their perceptions of
the online English course?
2. How do the stories of Syrian female refugees convey how they negotiate their
identities as language learners as they learn English through the online course?
3. What do the stories of Syrian female refugees reveal about their experiences using
English in their lives while taking the online English course?
Theoretical Framework
This research focused on learning as a social process and placed emphasis on the
interaction between people. On that account, this narrative inquiry dissertation study was
grounded into three main theoretical frameworks, communities of practice (CoP), selfdetermination theory (SDT), and ethics of care.
When researching the experiences of Syrian female refugees learning English online, I
relied on Wenger’s (1998) CoP since it focuses on how people socially learn and helps explain
how engaging with people and interacting with them can impact their identity. CoP refers to a
group of people who come together to learn and interact and who share a common interest,
which in the case of this study is learning English.
Learning opens minds and exposes people to multiple points of view thereby affecting
how they perceive things. People’s ability to engage with information and discuss it with others
is what affects them and shapes their identity. This, however, does not mean that not being able
to participate in information discussion does not result in identity change. On the contrary, nonparticipation due to alienation of those involved or by choice is equally important and results in
change in one’s identity.
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Since learning allows for identity change, it is appropriate to assume that language
learning promises transformation in learners’ identities. Wenger (1998) thought of education as a
phase of growth where people encounter others and transform in the process. Considering this
view, it is reasonable to argue that when learning a language and communicating with people
who have a different culture, people are inclined to become exposed to new perspectives and
unfamiliar practices, which is likely to cause change in their identities.
In investigating the reasons behind these women’s motivation to learn English, I drew on
Ryan and Deci’s (2000) SDT. SDT allows for an understanding of the degree to which their
choice is driven by them and enables us to differentiate between actions that are self-motivated
and those that are coerced.
A third framework that helped shape this study is Noddings’s (2002) ethics of care in
which she established that caring is required by all human beings and should be provided in
education. As such, caring is essential for effective learning and teaching to take place and is
fundamental to teaching refugees.
In studying how Syrian female refugees learn English online and communicate with both
the instructor and others in an online setting, it is important to focus on how the participants
interact, establish meaning, and make themselves understood. It is also essential to focus on
stories conveyed by the participants about their use of English outside the online classroom to
interact with others in their immediate communities.
Significance of the Study
The study is timely and important considering that an increasing number of refugees
moved to the United States during the past few years. Sharing the narratives of Syrian refugee
language learners will help highlight the online language experiences of an underrepresented
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population. As such, it will fill a gap since there is currently no existing literature about Syrian
female refugees, their language-learning journey, and identity formation. This study is not
intended to provide solutions to the language barrier problem of Syrian female refugees. In fact,
the study aims to raise awareness of the needs of Syrian female refugees and what educators can
do to help them in their language-learning process. We need to understand their struggles from
their own lens to better plan for their language education, help them overcome challenges and
encourage them to learn English. By design, the present study is one of the first studies whereby
refugees participate in learning a language online. Results obtained will hopefully inform
educators and curriculum designers about the benefits of online English learning and provide
lessons about what works and what should be avoided.
Delimitations
The delimitation of this study is that it focuses on Syrian female refugees only. However,
by drawing attention to this underrepresented population, I hope to understand what limits their
language-learning opportunities and how they can construct their identity considering the
ongoing political situation and the rising tensions towards refugees. Although this study focuses
on a couple of participants, it helps highlight the experiences of Syrian female refugees and
allows us to understand how those underrepresented people who belong to a larger population
learn English online and the impact that can have on their identity.
Purposeful sampling is criticized for being a biased technique that does not allow for
generalizability of findings. However, I clearly point out that I do not intend to generalize the
findings and thus opt to purposefully select my key participants. In fact, Patton (2015) explained
that this is not a weakness but rather a strength wherein in this study purposeful sampling
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provides rich data that results in a more comprehensive understanding of the experiences of
Syrian female refugees.
Definition of Terms
In this study, I employ several terms that may be understood differently by various
readers. For ease of presentation, the most commonly used terms are identified below.
-CoP: Wenger et al. (2011) defined CoP as “learning partnership among people who find
it useful to learn from and with each other about a particular domain. They use each other’s
experience of practice as a learning resource” (p. 9).
-Female Roles: Traditionally, Syrian females were expected to take care of their families.
Prior to the revolution, only 22% of Syrian females had work (Hausmann et al., 2010) and the
rest resorted themselves to domestic work and those who were married took care of the children
and paid attention to their wellbeing.
-Identity: This term was defined by Wenger (1998) as “a way of talking about how
learning changes who we are and creates personal histories of becoming in the context of our
communities” (p. 5).
-Investment: This is a term that Norton (1995) introduced to “capture the relationship of
the language learner to the changing social world. It conceives of the language learners as having
a complex social identity and multiple desires” (pp. 17–18).
-Language Learning: This is a broad term to define, but in the context of this study,
language learning refers to developing the ability to communicate in the English language with
others.
-Online Learning: Dabbagh and Bannan-Ritland (2005) understand this as “an open and
distributed learning environment that uses pedagogical tools, enabled by Internet and Web-based
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technologies, to facilitate learning and knowledge building through meaningful action and
interaction” (p. 15).
-Percpetion: This is a malleable term that can be defined differently by various people. I
provide my understanding of it to help readers recognize my point of view. Perception in the
context of this study refers to people’s impression of something. Thus, when I talk about
refugees’ perception of the online platform, I am referring to their first understanding of it. As
such, perception indicates that they do not have a well-formed idea about something but rather a
preliminary experience.
-Political Upheaval: This is related to a series of demonstrations against oppressive
governments in many Arab countries, which were referred to as “Arab Spring”. The “Arab
Spring” started in December 2010 in Tunisia followed by Libya, Egypt, Yemen, and finally
Syria. The “Arab Spring” caused chaos and resulted in the death of people in all countries. All
countries managed to overthrow their ruler, except for Syria. This year marks the tenth year since
the beginning of the revolution, which resulted in devastating effects on the people and the
destruction of a big part of the country.
-Syrian Culture: The Syrian culture is a mixture of people from different religions,
backgrounds, and beliefs. As such, the Syrian culture as best understood by me “is defined as
patterns of behavior and thinking that people living in social groups learn, create, and share…. A
people’s culture includes their beliefs, rules of behavior, language, rituals, art, technology, styles
of dress, ways of producing and cooking food, political and economic systems.” (Muzammil,
2005).
-Syrian Refugees: The UN refugee agency defines a refugee as “someone who has been
forced to flee his or her country because of persecution, war or violence. A refugee has a well-
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founded fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion, nationality, political opinion or
membership in a particular social group. Most likely, they cannot return home or are afraid to do
so. War and ethnic, tribal and religious violence are leading causes of refugees fleeing their
countries.” (UNHCR, 2020). In this study, the term ‘Syrian refugee’ will be used to refer to
someone who meets the above definition and is currently seeking refuge in the United States.
-Narrative Inquiry: Narrative is defined by Chase (2011) “as a distinct form of discourse:
as meaning making through the shaping or ordering of experience, a way of understanding one’s
own or others’ actions, of organizing events and objects into a meaningful whole, of connecting
and seeing the consequences of actions and events over time” (p. 421).
Organization of the Study
I began this introductory chapter by introducing the topic. I explained the background of
the refugee problem and situated myself in this study as a researcher and a Syrian female
language educator. I then stressed the need to research the identity and language learning of
Syrian female refugees in an online context at a time when increasing numbers of refugees have
arrived in the United States and when there are a lot of misconceptions about refugees and
threats to diversity. I contextualized the study within the frameworks of CoP, SDT, and ethics of
care. Finally, I presented the research questions and described the significance and implications
of the study. In Chapter 2, I will provide a detailed review of the literature with respect to online
language learning and identity, particularly with respect to refugees. In Chapter 3, I will discuss
the methodology that I adopted in this study. In Chapter 4, I will share the narratives of my two
focal participants and invite readers to get a detailed picture about who those two participants
are, what they go through during the online English course, and how their identities develop as
they learn English. Finally, in Chapter 5, I will discuss the stories in relation to my research
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questions. Specifically, I will discuss how this study contributes to the literature while
highlighting the key areas that provide educators a glimpse of the language-learning journey
from the lens of two refugees and, moreover, what educators should do to address their needs.
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Chapter 2
Review of the Literature
Introduction to the Review of the Literature
In Chapter 1, I provided a background to the Syrian crisis and the current situation that
many Syrian refugees face regarding language learning. I also talked about my own interest,
which shapes my role in this research. In this chapter, I provide literature that helps contextualize
my study and allows for a better understanding of the relationship between identity and language
learning. To this end, I divide this chapter into five main sections that focus on aspects relevant
to my topic of interest. In the first section I focus on online learning in general and mention its
benefits and drawbacks. I then discuss online language learning (OLL) and its different
advantages and disadvantages. In the next section, I highlight identity and examine it as a
sociocultural construct and indicate how interaction is essential to build one’s identity. I also
further explain identity among second language learners. In section three, I focus on motivation
as an important construct in the educational environment. In section four, I present the
frameworks that I intend to employ in this dissertation to help me understand the experiences of
Syrian female refugees and what happens to their identities as second language learners. These
are communities of practice (CoP), self-determination theory (SDT), and ethics of care. Finally, I
end with my area of focus, Syrian refugees, specifically Syrian female refugees.
Online Learning
Technology has proliferated all sectors of life including education thereby allowing
learners to seek knowledge in different fields and engage with others who share similar interests
regardless of time and space limits. In this study, I am interested in focusing on online learning
and exploring its many benefits since it is the medium through which instruction takes place.
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However, I will also point out some of its disadvantages as nothing is fault-free. I will start by
providing a brief definition of online learning as “an open and distributed learning environment
that uses pedagogical tools, enabled by Internet and Web-based technologies, to facilitate
learning and knowledge building through meaningful action and interaction” (Dabbagh &
Bannan-Ritland, 2005, p. 15).
Online learning has been growing exponentially due to the many benefits it offers
learners. One great feature is the flexibility and freedom it allows its users. This is useful to
learners who can do things at their own pace (Lei & Govra, 2010) and was greatly emphasized
by Serdyukov and Serdyukova (2012) as being one of the most important features of online
learning. Furthermore, Lei and Govra mentioned other benefits of online learning, which include
saving time and money since there is no need to commute nor worry about appearance. This
flexibility was indicated as an asset in Daymont and Blau’s (2011) study where the learners
emphasized that it is what they preferred most about online learning. It is particularly useful to
recent refugees who may still be moving from one area to another and who may be restricted to
commute by lack of transportation or the presence of children.
Online learning enables learners’ access to a wealth of information from around the
world. In addition, learners who cannot attend a session synchronously can have access to it later
(Jolliffe et al., 2012). In this sense, online learning helps learners to invest their time. As such,
refugees can still learn the language at their own pace and time without having to choose
between work or language learning.
Online learning can take place synchronously and asynchronously. In synchronous
sessions, learners can meet online and engage in learning using video conferencing or online
chat. Serdyukov and Serdyukova (2012) discussed both synchronous and asynchronous learning.
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They stated that synchronous learning is useful since it allows learners to interact with both
teacher and other learners, thus leading to positive relationships, increasing motivation, and
lessening confusion. Despite these conveniences, Serdyukov and Serdyukova perceived that the
pedagogical advantages of asynchronous learning outweigh those of synchronous learning in
terms of flexibility and addressing learners with various learning styles through multi-modal
functions.
Online discussion forums received much attention from several researchers. Salter and
Conneely (2015) studied both structured and unstructured discussion forums and found that both
allowed for increased student engagement. Similarly, Donnelly and Gardner (2011) viewed
discussion forums as a vehicle that allows for increased participation. Through discussion
forums, students can seek help, ask questions, and discuss complex ideas. Carter (2011)
explained that they are particularly popular among students because they can participate at their
own pace. This is greatly appreciated by many learners who prefer to make decisions pertaining
to what they need to focus on, how much time they should spend working on a specific task, and
what is relevant to them.
Online learning like all things in life can yield positive and negative results depending on
who is engaging with it; thus, what works for a group of people may not be beneficial for a
different group. In terms of flexibility, Serdyukov and Serdyukova (2012) considered it of great
importance to the productivity of online learning. However, Capra (2011) reported that flexibility
can negatively affect online learners and lead to their failure. This is worsened when learners are
not motivated and have issues such as poor time management and irresponsibility (Serdyukov &
Hill, 2009).
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A set of other challenges in online learning include technical problems, physical teacher
absence, and difficulty of receiving immediate and clear feedback (Hara & Kling, 1999). Such
problems badly affect learners’ online learning experiences and cause frustration and anxiety.
The advantages and disadvantages of online learning are numerous and an exhaustive
discussion of those is beyond the scope of this study. In the next section, I will turn to talking
about learning languages online and the findings of different studies.
Online Language Learning
Considering the many benefits of online learning, numerous institutions sought to
incorporate technology in the field of language learning to maximize learners’ exposure to the
target language and enhance their proficiency (Li, 2012). OLL as used by Blake (2011) “can
refer to a number of learning arrangements: a Web-facilitated class, a blended or hybrid course,
or a fully virtual or online course” (p. 19). Technology creates opportunities for language
learners by allowing them to reach out to native speakers of the target language despite space and
time barriers. Many language learners refrain from speaking in front of others because they are
afraid they would be laughed at or made fun of. However, technology creates a safe barrier
(Birch & Volkov, 2007). Several researchers found that English as a second language (ESL)
speakers who were shy to speak in public behaved differently in online discussions (Curtin,
2002; Kahmi-Stein, 2000; Murphy & Coleman, 2004).
Technology is widely used in language learning because of its many benefits. For
example, Li (2012) found that using technology in language learning changed the attitudes of
learners who lacked opportunities to practice English in a live environment. They became more
motivated to learn and grow into autonomous learners. DelliCarpini (2012) found that teacher
candidates included technology in their ESL classroom because they believed that it allows for

23

the improvement of learners’ English language skills, which in turn can affect language
acquisition.
AbuSeileek (2012) discussed how incorporating technology in the language classroom
allowed for increased interaction. He reported that EFL undergraduate learners were able to
enhance their communication in the target language using computers since the environment
enabled them to conceal their identities, thus lowering anxiety. AbuSeileek and Qatawneh (2013)
further set out to study the impact of synchronous communication as opposed to asynchronous
communication on learners’ oral discussions. They found that learners who engaged in
asynchronous discussions outperformed those who participated in synchronous discussions with
respect to how they used questions and the strategies they adopted. They also noted that
asynchronous communication encouraged learners to probe, ask for clarification, and seek longer
explanations. In contrast, those who communicated synchronously required straightforward and
simple answers. These findings are in tandem with AbuSeileek’s since the environment induces
less pressure, thus reducing anxiety and allowing learners more time to phrase their questions.
Online discussion forums have many benefits. To begin with, they bring people from
different parts of the world together (Mohd Nor et al., 2012; Saadé & Huang, 2009). They also
create a relaxed environment (Mason & Rennie, 2008; Mohd Nor et al., 2012) thereby
encouraging shy learners to participate and as noted by English (2007) allow “silent learners” to
feel “less threatened” (p. 59). Furthermore, online discussions allow learners better opportunities
to contribute since the medium does not encourage domination and enables equal participation
(Kern, 1996; Sullivan & Pratt, 1996; Warschauer, 1995). Moreover, the absence of turn-taking
can be beneficial to learners who require time to phrase their ideas.

24

Given the many benefits of OLL, it seems like an appropriate solution for refugees in the
United States. In addition to flexibility, OLL can help refugees overcome many of the challenges
they face while learning English. It can enable them to take control of their own learning; this is
particularly important given the refugees’ different needs and aspirations as in the case of
“Martina” (Norton, 1995). “Martina” wanted to regain her professional status but did not receive
support from her teacher who felt her language skills would not allow her to take a computer
course. I believe technology could have solved “Martina’s” problem and helped her focus on
what interested her. Considering the harsh experiences and struggles refugees must have been
through, it is essential to help lower pressure and reduce anxiety for them by providing them a
less stressful language-learning environment. While learning English online, they can take their
time and study at their own pace. This is particularly important for shy learners who need this
safe environment and who prefer to conceal their identities.
Refugees may also feel the need to improve a certain language skill depending on
whether they want to converse with people, study at a university, or complete certain tasks at
work. This is also made possible using OLL. Aşıksoy (2018) conducted a study on 207 students
learning English. Results indicated that students believed Web 2.0 tools helped them develop
their English and particularly enabled them to improve their listening skills. Aşıksoy noted
findings from Kavaliauskienė and Anusienė (2009) and Özel (2013) who reported that using
Web 2.0 tools allowed English learners to improve their reading, speaking, and listening in
addition to their vocabulary and pronunciation.
There is abundance of literature on the use of technology in language learning. In the next
section, I will provide examples of technology incorporated to enhance all four language skills:
reading, listening, writing, and speaking in addition to research on vocabulary and pronunciation.
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Technology and Its Effect on Language Learning Skills. Writing is usually considered
a difficult skill and is particularly challenging to language learners who find it more difficult than
writing in their L1 (Roca de Larios et al., 2008; Van Weijen et al., 2008). However, research on
online writing indicates that OLL holds promising results for language learners. For example,
Comer et al. (2014) focused on writing in two online classes and showed that interaction between
peers led to positive outcomes. Warschauer (1995) also reported that using computers, learners
could produce structures that were syntactically and lexically more complicated than those they
composed in oral interactions. Although studies indicate positive experiences in writing in OLL,
this does not mean that there are no problems. Gilliland et al. (2018) participated in an academic
online course as students. They found that despite the positive peer interaction, it restricted
opportunities for learning academic writing. For example, not providing more comprehensive
instructions resulted in instances of imperfect writing.
Pronunciation is usually challenging for language learners and the fact that there are
many different accents renders it more demanding. Many researchers focused on pronunciation
using different technology. For example, Travis and Joseph (2009) pointed out that through
podcasts, they could reach language learners from around the world and provide opportunities
for authentic listening. Hung and Higgins (2016) explored synchronous computer-mediated
communication and found that video-based learning enabled learners to improve their fluency
and pronunciation.
Research on reading (Chen et al., 2014; Mangen et al., 2013; Wells, 2012) pointed to the
effectiveness of reading online; however, it did not verify that technology has a significant
impact on learners’ reading.
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Speaking is usually the most daunting skill for language learners (Kessler, 2010).
However, research on computer-mediated communication supports its use as a medium for
language learning since it acts as a safe environment where shy learners are encouraged to
participate (Hanson-Smith, 2001). In a study on the effect of text chat and voice chat computermediated communication on learners’ oral proficiency, Satar and Ozdener (2008) found that both
experimental groups who were exposed to an extra 40-45 treatment time developed their
speaking proficiency and did better than students in the control group. However, it cannot be
determined whether the experimental groups improved their speaking because of the extra
treatment time or the technology used. In another study by Alastuey (2011), both experimental
and control groups were exposed to the same material except for the oral component. Findings
indicated higher achievement among the experimental group, more time spent on task and better
learner satisfaction. Some other benefits that were reported included authenticity of the
environment and being a safer medium to communicate as compared to face-to-face situations.
In researching the effect of technology on learners’ vocabulary, Al-Jarf’s (2007) study on
female freshman students showed that the achievement of students who were exposed to both in
class instruction and online instruction had remarkably improved. In addition, the participants’
attitudes were positively affected by studying vocabulary online. In a different study, Silverman
and Hines (2009) reported that using multimedia helped lessen the gap in vocabulary knowledge
between English learners (ELs) and non-ELs.
Findings from the aforementioned studies are not consistent. This is natural given the
many differences between them in terms of location, participants, method of instruction, duration
of research, and technology used. In other words, there is no clear-cut conclusion to the benefit
of technology in enhancing all aspects of language learning. However, given the benefits of
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OLL, it may hold promising results for refugees. In the next section, I discuss identity as
established in online environments.
Online Identity
In today’s world, technology is not only affecting the way people learn, but is also
influencing their identity. Notwithstanding the increasing number of people learning online, not
much research has been done to explore the effects online environments have on learners’
identities (Delahunty et al., 2014). In fact, Delahunty et al. (2014) drew attention to the enormous
gap between the vast amount of research on identity versus limited research on online identity.
During interactions in physical contexts, people continuously try to achieve a sense of
who they are. Cunliffe (2003) and Hill et al., (2007) contended that this is in tandem with online
contexts where people also try to establish their identities while interacting. Keopuhiwa et al.
(2012) explained that when people purposefully interact online, they assume an “online identity”
or “online persona” which they enact during those interactions.
Some researchers (Kendall, 1998a; McKenna & Bargh, 1998; O’Brien, 1999) attempted
to understand whether learners’ offline identity resembles their online identity. Results were
contradictory since Kendall (1998a) and O’Brien (1999) perceived that there is no difference
whereas McKenna and Bargh (1998) stated otherwise. In McKenna and Bargh’s study, people
with stigmatized identities interacted with internet newsgroups after assuming anonymous
identities. Online interactions affected them positively, thus they became more accepting of their
identity and even began to reveal their identities to family and friends. Turkle (1995) also
believed that online environments afforded learners the ability to enact identities different from
their offline identities. She talked about how asynchronous communication allowed learners to
shape their identities saying:
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You can be whoever you want to be. You can completely redefine yourself if you want.
You don’t have to worry about the slots other people put you in as much. They don’t look
at your body and make assumptions. They don’t hear your accent and make assumptions.
All they see are your words. (p. 184)
Online Identity and Immigrants. Lotherington and Jenson (2011) conducted a study on
language learning and identity issues and found that due to the nature of online communication,
learners can create virtual identities, which allow them privacy and enable them to openly
communicate without feeling threatened of being exposed. Using technology with immigrant
youth in the United States presented them with more opportunities to create their own identities
and interact without fear of being denounced for being immigrants (Lam, 2006). Lam reported
that “Networked electronic communications have given rise to new social spaces, linguistic and
semiotic practices, and ways of fashioning the self” (p. 171).
Lam (2006) studied the interaction of two Chinese immigrant girls through an online
platform. The girls could not relate to their Chinese peers who were born and raised in America
and whom made fun of their English. In order to practice, they joined a Hong Kong chat room
where the users chatted using English. During their interactions, the girls began to use what is
known as Romanized Cantonese, that is using Cantonese elements in the English script. Through
this space, the girls reached across borders to others from around the world. The space combined
their dual linguistic usage and allowed them to create their own diasporic community, which
helped them overcome their sense of alienation.
Although interaction in online environments may have its challenges and detriments,
many studies reported positive outcomes in relation to language learning and identity
development, which holds promising results for refugees. Having pointed out the many benefits
of online learning and how it affects learners’ identity, I propose that teaching English online to
Syrian female refugees might prove successful as the medium will enable them to overcome their
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fear of the language and help them achieve self-confidence as language learners. In addition,
those refugees may be escaping persecution and violence, which would cause them to be
cautious with information sharing and may even lead them to conceal their identities, which
makes OLL a suitable solution for them. Next, I discuss ‘identity’ from different perspectives to
contextualize my study and explain the relationship between language learning and identity.
Identity From Different Perspectives
Identity has been heavily studied and researched in different disciplines. It appears in
psychology with Erikson’s (1959) influential psychosocial theory of development and refers to
the qualities, personality, and values one holds. Erikson discussed identity during childhood and
adulthood phases, but mainly focused on identity during the adolescent period. He was a pioneer
in proposing a series of eight stages that describe how humans develop over a lifespan.
According to him, people encounter struggles in each stage, which they need to overcome before
they can develop and proceed to the next stage. Erikson has been criticized for thinking of
identity as a linear process where one will go through a series of stages that will culminate once a
person reaches adulthood. Despite such criticism, Erickson’s psychosocial theory of
development is accredited for emphasizing the impact of sociocultural factors on identity
development. In fact, he believed that “Individual and society are intricately woven, dynamically
related in continual change” (p. 114). In this sense, Erikson perceived identity in terms of how
one views himself as an individual and as a member in society (Hoare, 2002).
Mead’s (1934) theory of identity was also influential whereby he believed that people’s
identity is greatly affected by those with whom they interact. Early on in their lives, children are
influenced by people around them and try to enact their roles. Mead conceived that one’s identity
is a product of their relationship with people. In his theory, he split the concept of self into two
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parts: I and me. The “I” refers to a person’s motives, that is the action that a person does. In
contrast, “me” refers to how people view a person, that is the identity as bestowed by others or
what is known as self as object.
In social psychology, Howard (2000) clearly indicated change in how identity is viewed
nowadays as opposed to the past, which is related to the change people and society encountered.
She believed that in the past, societies did not undergo much change, which resulted in static
identities. However, in today’s world, societies and people are continuously changing, which
calls for a fluid identity.
According to Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) social identity theory, people possess different
selves that are enacted depending on the situation they find themselves in. People exhibit various
identities based on the context they are in and with whom they interact. For example, the same
person could be a doctor, a religious person, and a father and the language he would use in each
context depends on who he is talking to and what the topic of discussion is. This was further
stressed by Luk and Lin (2007) who believed that a person’s identity is "sometimes incoherent,
fragmented, multiple, and conflicting" (p. 50), which explains why the same person may behave
differently in different situations.
Identity as a Sociocultural Construct
A sociocultural perspective views individuals’ identity as changing, varied, and affected
by their daily lives. This changing nature can be explained by understanding how identity is
constructed and developed. The sociocultural perspective perceives that the mind exists in one’s
social activities (Park, 2015), that is learning takes place as one interacts with others. Park
believed that through participation in various tasks and activities with people at large, one can
understand how they construct their identity in daily life.
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Much research focused on identity as a sociocultural construct. Vygotsky’s (1978)
sociocultural theory stressed that people learn mainly because of their interaction with others.
According to Vygotsky, people who have a better understanding of something than others act as
a more knowledgeable person (MKO). The MKO does not have to be the teacher but can be
other learners. Vygotsky believed that interacting with others leads to cognitive development:
Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first, on the social
level, and later, on the individual level; first, between people (interpsychological) and
then inside the child (intrapsychological). This applies equally to voluntary attention, to
logical memory, and to the formation of concepts. All the higher functions originate as
actual relationships between individuals. (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 57)
Other scholars like Bakhtin (1981, 1984), Bourdieu (1977, 1984), and Lave and Wenger
(1991) also focused on identity as a sociocultural construct. Bakhtin (1981, 1984) believed that
people construct meaning while interacting with others. He argued that people interact and use
language to help create meaning and reach an understanding. Bakhtin contended that what
people say acquires meaning depending on how it is positioned in a certain conversation. In other
words, when people speak, a dialog takes place where each utterance is directed at a specific
person and is a response to a previous utterance, that is people construct meaning through social
use of the language.
Bourdieu (1977, 1984) paid attention to the unequal relations between speakers and how
people seek acknowledgement from others through communication and wish to be “believed,
obeyed, respected, distinguished” (p. 648). When learning a second language, speakers strive to
confirm themselves as communicators in their new community (Shakouri, 2012). Language
learners begin to use the language in the classroom and in doing so, they communicate with the
teacher and try to construct an identity that is worthy of respect and listening to. In the
classroom, the teacher acts as a link between the learners and the outside world. Thus, learners
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need to assert themselves in the classroom with their teacher and other learners before they face
the world at large.
Lave and Wenger’s (1991) work also informs sociocultural theory because learning for
them “is an integral and inseparable part of social practice” (p. 31). This places emphasis on
communication since people need to communicate with others in the community to achieve
learning. They believe that knowledge is not constructed in people’s minds but is detected in
their participation in a sociocultural community. With respect to English language learners, they
form a community of practice that has similar interest, which is learning English to communicate
with people in their surrounding environment. Thus, they need to work together to learn English,
which will enable them to understand the community they live in and allow them to adapt to
their new way of living.
Early research in the field of second language acquisition viewed people as static and
referred to them in binary terms, an idea that was later refuted by poststructuralists (Firth &
Wagner, 1997; Norton, 1995) who firmly perceived identity as changing, fluid, and a site of
struggle. In fact, Miyaharay (2010) expressed that identity as perceived by poststructuralists is
constructed by individuals according to how they want people to view them.
In the next section, I will elaborate on identity as a sociocultural construct among second
language learners and provide examples of research in that area.
Identity Among Second Language Learners
The relationship between language learning and identity has spurred the interest of many
leading scholars (Block, 2003; Norton, 1995; Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004) who were attracted
to understand the effect of language learning on one’s identity and how learning a second/foreign
language can influence people.
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Kramsch (1998) argued that the way people speak, their accent, and even their
vocabulary constitute markers that define people and give them a sense of identity. In fact,
Kramsch (2008) stated that language can greatly impact one’s mind and identity. Considering
that identities are not fixed and are shaped by people and societies and affected by discourse,
people are likely to be affected by their experiences as language learners (Breen, 2014). When
language learners interact with people who speak a different language, be that a second or a
foreign language, they are confronted with what is known as learner identity and begin to acquire
a second language self (Granger, 2004).
There is a strong bond between language and identity since language as put by Norton
and McKinney (2011) does not only consist of symbols and signs but is also a way to socially
communicate with others and negotiate relationships. Given the importance of communication in
learning and how it impacts one’s identity and considering the unfixed nature of identity, I plan
to adopt Wenger’s (1998) definition of identity as “a way of talking about how learning changes
who we are and creates personal histories of becoming in the context of our communities” (p. 5).
Research on Identity Among Second Language Learners. There are many examples
of language learners who experienced changes in their identity due to the situations they found
themselves in and the people they encountered. For instance, Norton’s (2000) “Martina,” had
several identities including an immigrant and a second language learner who did not feel
comfortable speaking in English. However, her identity as a mother and the need to protect her
children forced her to stand up against the landlord and argue that she did not break her lease.
According to Norton, language learners who may encounter trouble speaking from one identity
position may be able to better express themselves speaking from a different identity. In this
situation, “Martina’s” identity as a mother overpowered her immigrant identity and pushed her to
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take demand of things for the benefit of her children. In another incident and at her workplace,
“Martina” was mistreated by her coworkers and was marginalized for her incompetence in
English. Her younger co-workers assigned her the identity of an immigrant and delegated to her
the tasks of cleaning the restaurant, which made her feel like a “broom”. Martina was provoked
by her coworkers’ behavior, particularly that they were much younger than her. As a result, she
chose to rework her relationship with them as somebody who is older and who is a “mother”
figure, instead of an immigrant and they were no longer the native speakers to her, but rather
“children”, which allowed her to communicate with them and break her silence. Both examples
show how “Martina” reacted differently depending on the situation and how she made use of
whatever English she knew. This is a clear indication that her identity was a site of struggle
between who she was and what she needed to become to survive and prove herself.
“Karol” in Teutsch-Dwyer’s study (2001), like “Martina” experienced changes in his
identity depending on whom he dealt with. “Karol” did not have good experiences with the two
most significant males he dealt with since his arrival in the United States because they both
failed to perceive his efforts in trying to learn English. In contrast, he maintained good
relationships with his female co-workers who were entertained by his stories and jokes. With
females, he felt more confident since he recovered his male identity and that counterbalanced for
his faulty English. He felt on equal footing with those females as opposed to the male figures
with whom he felt he was losing power.
Considering that language and identity are closely connected (Norton & McKinney,
2011), researchers need to consider educational contexts such as schools since those are the
environments where learners interact with others, learn new ideas, and work on different tasks,
which all contribute to their search for identity. Sinai et al. (2012) showed how students
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investigated their identities by reflecting on their own experiences and relating them to their
topic of discussion. They highlighted the importance of the teacher and their role in preparing
educational materials that can help students explore their identities. In fact, this resonates with
Brophy (2008) who emphasized that successful student engagement happens when students’
identities work in accordance with their learning experience. In a similar study, Faircloth (2012)
indicated that connecting students’ learning to their identity causes inclusion and engagement
and results in increased participation.
In teaching Syrian female refugees, I needed to carefully choose topics that are relevant
to their lives and needs. Through the online English course, I did not only plan to teach them
English, but also allow them to explore their identities as language learners who need to
successfully communicate with others and engage with the surrounding environment. Given that
the participants in this study are all females, I also needed to consider that identity is affected by
gendered roles (Goldstein, 2001; Norton, 2000), which can greatly affect language learners’
abilities to learn a language. I will touch on this idea in the next section.
Identity and Gendered Roles. “Martina’s” (Norton, 2000) role as a mother was evident
in her interactions with both the landlord and her co-workers. This role had a significant effect
on her identity as a second language learner. However, this role is sometimes forced by society
and is expected from females regardless of their desires. This was indicated by Cumming and
Gill (1991) who portrayed the traditional roles of women as limiting their access to the language
classroom. In contrast, men are expected to take care of their families and find jobs. Because of
gendered practices, men were provided access to the language classroom and the culture and
could improve their language proficiency.
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Goldstein (2001) investigated Portuguese women on production lines in Canada. She
reported how they were all interested in learning English but were prevented from doing so for
various reasons. For example, “Fernanda” being the eldest sister had obligations towards her
family and needed to earn money so her younger brothers could go to school. Moreover,
“Augusta” and her sisters were not allowed to study English because her father did not approve
of their presence in a classroom that had many “boys”. Gendered practices limited their access to
the English language and rendered them unable to find better paying jobs.
Those women (Goldstein, 2001) did not learn English at a night school because of
familial obligations, fear of violence, financial issues, and in the case of “Angela” because she
felt shaken by the change she was experiencing. They could also not attend school in the
morning despite the full or partial funding the government provided them because they needed to
make money. Moreover, they could not use English in their workplace because on the lines,
Portuguese was the language of power and they did not want to jeopardize their social and
economic stability. They had to use Portuguese to avoid antagonizing their friends and maintain
their jobs. All women were prevented from learning English by virtue of their gendered roles.
Considering the multiple challenges Portuguese women (Goldstein, 2011) faced and how
they were forced againt their will not to invest in learning English, I wished to investigate the
experiences of Syrian female refugees and understand what prompts them to learn English and if
they are being supported or challenged in their language-learning journey.
Identity and Sociocultural Influences. Sociocultural influences such as ideologies,
classroom atmosphere, and power relations affect the way language learners perceive
themselves. Ricento (2005) explained that second language learners’ identity is changing and
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develops because it is a “contingent process involving dialectic relations between learners and
the various worlds and experiences they inhabit and which act on them” (p. 895).
Language learners are sometimes inhibited due to specific ideologies. For instance,
certain ideologies look down at languages other than English and consider them of less status
(Arias & Faltis, 2012), which not only affects learners’ language learning but also impacts their
identity. Pomerantz (2008) showed how the classroom environment and the way language
learners interact can affect their identity construction. In her research, the identity of a good
language learner was associated with the use of Spanish. Thus, she described the struggles of the
learners and how they were sometimes tempted to use English and risk claiming their good
language learner identity.
The effect of power relations was evident in the case of “Vanessa” (Ortiz, 2017) who
throughout the study tried to shape her identity as a language learner by assuming different
positions. During oral interactions, “Vanessa” struggled to shape her identity and adopted
different subject positions depending on the task she was working on, how she conducted herself
during those tasks, and with whom she was interacting.
Identity construction is indeed a complex and multi-faceted issue. It is particularly
complicated with respect to second language learner identity whereby learners experience many
sociocultural and institutional forces. Learners are influenced by teachers, teaching
methodologies, and group dynamics. They are also affected by ideologies, gendered practices,
and the roles they play with respect to their families. Furthermore, they have different
motivations which drive them to learn a language and, in the process, affect their identities. I
now turn to the discussion of motivation.
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Motivation and Language Learning
To better understand the experiences of Syrian female refugees, I needed to consider their
reasons for learning English and what motivated them to learn and improve. Motivation is an
important factor in language learning; it has been extensively studied by different researchers
who conceptualized different motivational models to explain what inspires learners and
influences their behavior.
Dörnyei (as cited in Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011) divided the history of motivation in
language learning into three distinct phases: the social-psychological period (1959-1990), the
cognitive-situated period (1990s), and recent L2 motivational theories.
During the first phase, Gardner (1985) proposed the socio-educational model, which
suggests that language learning does not only take place due to learners’ competence or aptitude
to learn languages. He emphasized the importance of considering the impact of individual
differences and the cultural context on people’s motivation.
Gardner and Lambert (1959) found that both language aptitude and motivation are
important for second language acquisition to take place. Based on their study, they suggested that
integrative motivation (the desire to integrate with a target language community) leads to higher
success than instrumental motivation (the desire to learn a language for pragmatic reasons such
as getting promoted or gaining money), that is students who possess integrative motivation are
more inclined to integrate with the surrounding community, hence their strong desire to learn
their language. This model was later revised by Gardner (1985) when he introduced three more
sub-factors to explain the reasons behind learners’ motivation. Those were learners’ attitudes, the
desire to learn a language, and intensity. Gardner explained that if these three factors conjoin,
then motivation acts as a driving force for language learning.
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Gardner and Lambert’s (1959) understanding of motivation distinguished motivation in
language learning from that in other subjects such as sciences. They believed that motivation for
language learners stems from their need to learn specific speech patterns to identity with the
speakers of the target language.
Gardner’s definition of integrativeness is confusing because it carries more than one
meaning (Gardner, 2001). Gardner acknowledged that it has “slightly different meanings to
many different individuals" (p. 1). In this sense, some might have interest in showing openness
to the host country while others might wish to identify with the host community, which in some
cases could mean withdrawing from their own. While Gardner’s theory may seem like a good fit
for this research, I refrain from adopting it given the ambiguity of the term and its different
applications. In fact, it has been criticized by multiple scholars (Dörnyei, 2005, 2009; Dörnyei &
Ushioda, 2011; Norton, 2000) who called for further investigation on its applicability in different
contexts.
Gardner (1958) also developed the Attitude Motivation Test Battery to quantitatively
assess learners’ attitudes and measure the outcome of learning. This test was later developed by
Gardner and Lambert (1972) and has been revised multiple times to include various variables.
Later, Schumann (1978) introduced his acculturation model to explain how second
language learners from minority groups such as immigrants and refugees acquire a second
language. Social and psychological differences are at the heart of this model since they
determine the extent to which language learners will acculturate and thus learn the second
language. Schumann listed several social and affective varibales, which influence the extent and
quality of contact second language learners have with speakers of the target language.

40

An influential researcher in the field of motivation in the 1990s is Norton (1995) who
emphasized the need to discuss “investment” rather than “motivation” when a researcher
investigates the reasons for language learning. Norton’s investment seeks to explain the
relationship between learners’ commitment to learning a language and their desires. It reveals
how learners may experience certain racist, sexist, or unwelcoming practices that prevent them
from meeting their goals. She asserts motivation may decrease if the learner is not fully included
in classroom practices. In contrast, having a notion of investment means the language learner is
aware of the benefits they can receive, be they material gains or symbolic ones. Having
command of the target language can enable the learner to engage with friends, find a better job,
and earn more money. In any case, learners engage in learning the target language because that
will affect their future and quality of living. In this sense, a notion of investment is closely
related to one’s sense of identity since the more invested learners are in language learning, the
greater are their gains. This in turn affects their sense of identity as they perceive themselves as
more accomplished.
Dörnyei envisioned motivation differently from Gardner. He did not perceive it as a static
tool, rather a dynamic one. Dörnyei (2005) studied individual differences among language
learners and paid attention to motivation in addition to learning styles, learning strategies, and
language aptitude. In focusing on these attributes, he found that they cannot be studied without
taking context into consideration since they are dependent on it. In 2005, he developed his L2
motivational self-system, which consisted of the Ideal L2 Self (this involves the attributes one
would like to possess), the Ought-to L2 Self (this involves the attributes one ought to have), and
the L2 Learning Experience (this involves the environment in which learning takes place
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including the teacher, students, and the curriculum). This explains that language learners are
motivated to develop in order to close the gap between their ideal self and their ought-to self.
Dörnyei’s (2005) model was influential, and many researchers tested its validity in
different contexts. Al-shehri (2009) tested it with students in Saudi Arabia. He reported that the
Ideal L2 Self acts as a strong motivating factor. He further found that visual learners are better at
achieving strong Ideal L2 Selves, which translates into more motivation to attain goals.
More than a decade later, Chenjing and Dörnyei (2016) set out to explore the
motivational characteristics of language learners in China. They found that Chinese learners had
positive attitudes towards learning English. They also possessed a positive Ideal L2 image of
themselves and exhibited intended efforts to learn English. This indicated that Chinese students
were not only instrumentally driven. It validated Dörnyei’s (2005) L2 motivational self-system,
thus proving that several factors are at work in the Chinese context.
Taguchi et al. (2009) also validated Dörnyei’s model in three different Asian countries
with diverse cultures, which proved that Dörnyei’s findings are generalizable. The authors found
that there is a positive correlation between the Ideal L2 Self and integrativenss. They also
reported that instrumentality can be divided into two types: promotional and preventional in
accordance with Higgins’s (1998) findings, which will be elaborated on in the next section.
Motivation and the Self-Discrepancy Theory
Higgins (1987) introduced the self-discrepancy theory, which accounts for the negative
emotions people experience as a result of a gap between who they are (own self) and either who
they aspire to be (Ideal Self) or who they should be (Ought-to Self), which often leads to
negative emotions. According to the self-discrepancy theory, people may not possess all selfguides, which in turn impacts which self-guide they are inclined to motivate. This theory aligns
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the gap with negative emotions, which can be one of two types: negative emotions such as
disappointment that stem from absence of positive results and negative emotions such as fear that
stem from negative events. Self-discrepancy theory can influence people’s motivation depending
on how they interpret their achievement and whether it meets or does not meet their self-guide.
Higgins’s work highlighted the connection between motivation and identity. The Ideal
Self and Ought-to Self, although similar in principle, are distinct in the sense that Ideal Self
focuses on growing and developing, whereas the Ought-to Self focuses on preventing failure that
can restrict people from meeting their responsibilities. In their work, Markus and Nurius (1986)
drew on Higgins’s but as opposed to him, they described three types of self: an ideal one, a
feared one, and a possible one. As the names indicate the first two types refer to selves that one
aspires to become and fears to become, respectively, whereas the third one refers to a self that
one is likely to become. These possible selves allow for a connection between one’s cognition
and their motivation. Higgins also explained that not all people necessarily have an Ideal or
Ought self; hence, the lack of motivation some people experience. Furthermore, motivation is
related to one’s elaborate self, meaning that people who do not possess enough details and
vividness may not have enough motivation.
Researchers such as Massey (1986) and Oxford and Shearin (1994) focused on different
variables, which led to diverse findings. In a meta-analysis, Masgoret and Gardner (2003)
referred to the literature in the field of second language learning to understand the reasons behind
such discrepancies. They reported that research on the relationship between learners’ attitudes,
orientation, motivation, and achievement were carried out in different contexts and using
different methods of assessment, which led to inconsistencies. To further investigate this issue,
the authors analyzed 75 studies and found that integrative motivation can assist learners in
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successfully acquiring a second language, which was proposed in much previous research
(Garden & Lambert, 1959, 1972; Gardner et al., 1997). They studied the correlation between
integrative orientation, integrativeness, motivation, attitudes towards learning, and instrumental
orientation. They found that they all positively correlated with achievement in a second language
with motivation at the forefront and showing highest correlation. However, later research showed
dissatisfaction with the idea of integrativeness and people’s desire to learn L2 to integrate with a
specific community, since as Gardner (2001) suggested, it might entail complete identification
with the target community at the expense of losing one’s own. Many scholars doubted the
validity of integrativeness as it only applies to specific sociocultural contexts as in the case of
students learning a foreign language at school without encountering its speakers (Noels et al.,
2000).
As discussed above, multiple studies emerged and each focused on different variables
and showed interest in understanding the factors that induce motivation. According to Dörnyei’s
(2005) model, several conditions need to exist for the L2 Ideal Self to effectively cause
motivation. One of these conditions is making the Ideal L2 Self realistic considering the situation
of the language learner, which is a common principle in the expectancy-value theory.
Motivation and the Expectancy-Value Theory
According to expectancy value theory (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000), learners’ achievements
and their choices are dependent on their expectancy for success (how probable it is to achieve a
certain behavior) and the values they attach to the outcome. This theory is concerned with how
learners increase their motivation as a result of increasing the expectancy of achieving their
goals, that is higher expectancy leads to higher motivation.
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Eccles et al. (1983) studied the expectancies for success of elementary school children
and adolescents. They defined expectancies for success as people’s beliefs about how they will
do on different tasks whether in the near or far future. They believed that the children’s
expectancies for success and the values (related to the desired end-result, that is meeting the
needs of the individuals) they attach to the tasks can be understood from their achievement, the
tasks they choose, and their perseverance. In the study, children are affected by their previous
experiences and are affected by others’ beliefs about their goals. Thus, in this theory,
achievement goals are long term, which can impact people’s career decisions.
This theory posits that people’s expectations and the values they attach to different tasks
determine the level of their motivation. In addition, it draws attention to age as a factor since
individual differences can possibly have more influence on their production and choices. Eccles
(in this work referred to as Parsons) along with other researchers (Parsons et al., 1984) showed
interest in investigating the effect of gender differences on children’s beliefs about competence.
They found that boys and girls had different competence beliefs about different subjects. Thus,
boys had higher competence beliefs about math and sports as opposed to girls who held higher
competence beliefs about subjects like English, reading, and social studies. This shows that
stereotypical gender differences exist.
Motivation and Gender
To research the effect of gender on motivation, Henry (2009) drew on Dörnyei’s (2005)
L2 motivational self-system. Henry stressed that researchers should include gender as a central
variable in their research and studied the impact gender has on L2 learning over a period of three
years. He was interested in exploring the gender and age difference with regards to motivation.
Results showed that there is a gender gap with respect to attitudes towards English since girls
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maintained higher motivation in English than boys as they grew older. In addition, girls’ interest
in foreign language learning increased as they became older whereas that of boys decreased.
With regards to Ideal L2 Selves, the gender gap widened as adolescents became older, which the
researcher attributed to changes of self-image that accompany that phase of life. This is in
tandem with findings by Wigfield et al. (1991) where they reported a gender gap with respect to
social competence and later math (Wigfield et al., 1997), meaning that gender gaps may widen
with age.
The gender gap was further explained in terms of gender role intensification (Wigfield, et
al., 1991; Henry, 2009). This means that as boys become older, they participate in certain
activities, which are deemed appropriate for adolescents their age. Alternatively, they refrain
from doing other activities, which are not considered appropriate for boys their age. Hence, the
widening of the gender gap. To resolve this issue, Henry (2009) called on language teachers to
enhance students’, particularly boys’ foreign language self. He also emphasized the need to focus
on linguistic diversity and multicultural classrooms as important remedies to enhance boys’ selfconcept and encourage them to explore careers that require multilingual skills.
Chenjing and Dörnyei (2016) also compared motivation in terms of gender and found
that females exhibited higher motivation to learn English. However, males outdid the females on
the Ought-to Self-scale and parental expectations, which has nothing to do with gender but with
external factors that the learners had no control over. Furthermore, those majoring in English
showed little difference, which was caused by their commitment to their university degree.
Dörnyei and Csizér (2002) studied the effect of gender on students learning different
languages. They reported that girls had higher motivation than boys in all five languages:
English, German, French, Italian, and Russian. Moreover, Cole et al. (2001) found that there is a
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relationship between gender and age and that the difference in gender becomes greater with the
increase in age.
For the purpose of this research, I investigated the experiences of Syrian female refugees
and their motivation to learn English with relation to the SDT framework, which I will discuss in
the following section.
Motivation and Identity
The field of second language acquisition abounds with research on the use of English as
an international language. Unlike many other languages that are pertinent to specific countries or
a geographical area, English is spoken worldwide by virtue of its importance in different fields
including economy and travel. This ultimately means that it no longer belongs to native speakers
only but is also heavily used by many non-native speakers, which gives rise to queries regarding
who owns English (Jenkins, 2011; McKay, 2003). Many countries that were colonized by the
British heavily make use of English in their daily interactions. These include India and Malaysia
who developed their own varieties of English. Other countries like Taiwan and Japan make use
of English as an EFL for international communication (Kachru & Nelson, 2006).
Given the ubiquity of the English language and the increasing difficulty to link it to a
certain population, there have been new shifts to study learners’ motivation to learn English with
respect to their L2 identity. This was explained by van Lier (2007) as people’s desire to develop
new identities as they communicate with new people and establish a sense of who they are in
their new environment. This was also addressed by several researchers such as Dörnyei (2005,
2009) in his L2 motivational self theory in which he referred to the link between people’s
identity perspectives and their motivation. Another influential theory was Ushioda’s (2009)
person-in-context relational view of motivation in which she focused on the relationship between
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identity, motivation, and autonomy. In her theory, Ushioda regarded motivation as changing
since it arises “from relations between real persons, with particular social identities, and the
unfolding cultural context of activity” (p. 215).
In Ushioda’s terms, there is a need to discard thinking about research on L2 motivation as
a one-size fits all. Instead, we need to pay attention to learners as individuals who have specific
needs with various learning trajectories and whose past, present and possibly future may impact
them in different ways. I strongly agree with Ushioda that researchers need to treat learners as
individuals. As such, researchers and educators alike should refrain from thinking about
categorizing identities and focus more on what makes learners who they are and how they can
account for their differences.
Self-Determination Theory
Motivation has great impact on students’ achievement and learning. It can be either
extrinsic associated with control behaviors such as rewards and punishment, or it can be internal;
that is, more self-related. Much research has been done on these types of motivation and later,
the theory of self-determination (SDT) was built to show the distinction between both and to
specify the source of motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000).
According to this theory, people can either become actively involved in activities when
they practice autonomy, or they become passive when they experience coercion. Promoting
intrinsic motivation requires the presence of three key psychological factors that help people to
develop. These are relatedness, competence, and autonomy. Relatedness has to do with acquiring
a sense of belonging and attachment. Competence refers to the ability to exhibit mastery of tasks
and autonomy has to do with being in control of one’s life. When people exhibit autonomy, they
are likely to persist in what they are doing.
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Autononmy has received much attention in language learning and has been deemed
necessary prior to a teacher’s involvement (Benson, 2001). In its simplest terms, autonomy was
defined by Holec (1981) as “the ability to take charge of one’s own learning” (p. 3). However, in
order to practice autonomy, learners need to become involved in a series of steps before they can
become responsible for their learning. Holec believed they should be able to set their goals,
select the content, choose the most appropriate methods and strategies, and monitor and evaluate
their progress. Other researchers defined what autonomous learners should do from their own
perspective, among them were Deci and Ryan (1985) who held that autonomous learners should
possess intrinsic motivation, be able to make decisions, be responsible for their actions, and have
self-confidence.
Based on SDT theory, Deci and Ryan (1985) introduced the organismic integration
theory that shows different types of motivation, which spread on a continuum model depending
on the degree to which they originate from one’s self (Figure 2).

Figure 2. The Self-Determination Continuum Showing Types of Motivation With Their
Regulatory Styles, Loci of Causality, and Corresponding Processes (Updated version of original
continuum in Ryan and Deci, 2000 from the Center for Self-Determination, 2019)
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The above continuum shows variations between people in terms of motivation. Those
who lack motivation fall in the far-left category, whereas those who possess intrinsic motivation
and exhibit full autonomy are at the far-right. Several groups with varying degrees of
external/internal motivation fall in between. The first type of extrinsic motivation is known as
external regulation. It refers to those who exhibit least autonomy and who are usually motivated
by external factors such as rewards or punishments. Next in line are learners who show
introjected regulation. This is a less extrinsic form of motivation whereby learners begin to
accept the regulation as their own. Learners who manifest this kind of motivation do so for
egotistical reasons such as avoiding guilt or anxiety. Those who possess more autonomy
experience more intrinsic motivation, that is known as identified regulation, which means that
they deem what they do as more personal. Then comes integrated regulation, which is considered
the most intrinsic kind of motivation. This happens when learners feel that the behavior
completely matches their needs; however, they are not yet considered fully intrinsic by virtue of
being carried out not solely for intrinsic enjoyment.
Despite the importance of motivation in the field of education, it was not well-researched
in online learning (Jones & Issroff, 2005). However, several studies indicated the importance of
SDT in online learning environments. For example, Chen and Jang (2010) focused on SDT in
online learning and found that it greatly influenced behaviors. Xie et al. (2006) researched SDT
with respect to online discussions. They reported that there is a correlation between the innate
psychological factors and students’ attitude towards online learning. In addition, they stressed the
importance of the role of the instructor in motivating students. Reeve and Jang (2006)
investigated teachers’ online autonomy supportive behavior and identified eight instructional
behaviors that positively correlated with instigating students’ autonomy. These behaviors include
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being attentive to the students and listening to them, allowing them to speak, commending them
and acknowledging their work, encouraging them, providing them with opportunities for
independent work, respecting their opinions and experiences, assisting them to complete the
tasks, and taking their questions and queries seriously.
In line with the growing research on motivation, some scholars (Kondo-Brown, 2006;
Özönder, 2015) began to investigate its influence on reading. Multiple research took place in
different contexts. In Japan, Kondo-Brown (2006) focused on the relationship between affective
factors and reading ability. She reported a positive correlation between increased motivation and
reading ability, which validated Gardner’s affirmation that there is a reciprocal relationship
between increased motivation and L2 achievement (Masgoret & Gardner, 2003). Similarly,
Özönder (2015) was interested in studying the relationship between motivation and foreign
language reading attitudes in Turkey. Her findings parallel those reported in Kondo-Brown.
Özönder reported that Turkish students exhibited positive attitudes and motivation, which
showed that they experienced reading motivation. In addition, their attitudes and motivation
positively correlated with their academic achievement and those results were equal for both
males and females, thus, gender did not result in any change.
In discussing the effect of different variables on learners’ attitudes and their language
learning, some researchers (Margo & Scruggs, 2001; Raza & Murad, 2014) suggested focusing
on the teaching context. Teachers are required to pay attention to several important factors to
ensure the presence of an environment that is conducive to learning. Margo and Scruggs (2001)
believed in the creation of an environment whereby all learners feel one and are not separated by
the feeling of otherness. They discussed how students who come from different cultures come
together to interact in the same classroom and in the process learn different cultural values from
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each other. They also suggested that the teacher should create a space where diversity is
appreciated and where students can freely express their opinions. Furthermore, Raza and Murad
(2014) stressed the important role of the teacher as a fair facilitator and accommodator of
students from different backgrounds, beliefs, and cultures. They stressed the importance of
fostering a classroom environment where there is mutual respect and acceptance of different
cultures between teacher and students. They believed that such relationships can extend beyond
the boundaries of the classroom to impact the outside world. They proposed that teachers possess
a couple of plural cultural pedagogical skills that can foster such an inclusive environment. They
highlighted the importance of the teacher’s role as equal to the students and engaging with them
on different levels. This was addressed by Ladson-Billings (1995) who called for culturally
relevant pedagogy whereby teachers demonstrate cultural competence and engage learners by
invoking their cultures in the content, thus making learning an effective experience.
In discussing motivation, I highlighted several important theories that have been widely
researched in the field of language learning. However, in discussing this research I needed to
choose a theory that does not perceive identity as static nor regards motivation as a measurable
construct. I chose SDT to the exclusion of other theories because I was interested in focusing on
the learners’ fundamental needs and how their experience learning English online while
engaging in a CoP can fulfill those needs. In addition, autonomy in this research constitutes an
important construct, which I needed to highlight to explain its role in the learners’ experience
learning English online.
Refugees and SDT
Motivating refugees who left everything behind and are tying to start a new life in a new
place is not an easy endeavor. SDT has been utilized to understand how it is possible to keep
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refugees motivated and meet their psychological needs. Weinstein et al. (2016) used an
intervention that drew on principles from SDT with Syrian refugees in Jordan to study its effect
on satisfying their needs. Results showed that the intervention lowered their frustration and
depression. The intervention consisted of several activities that helped the refugees achieve
satisfaction and fulfill their psychological needs. Although this study did not take place with
refugee language learners, nonetheless, it has implications for refugees learning languages since
SDT has been widely applied with language students and has shown positive outcomes. As
stated by McEown and Oga-Baldwin (2019), there is much in common between language
learners whether they are preparing to enter college or are learning because they are refugees.
To better understand how learners shape their identities as they learn a language, we need
to explore how they interact with each other. This will be discussed through CoP in the next
section.
Communities of Practice
This term first came into use by Lave and Wenger (1991) and was further developed by
Wenger (1998) who extended this idea to other domains. Originally, it was used in nonschooling settings, but was later adopted in several studies that took place in institutions. Wenger
explained CoP as a group of people who have similar interests and who through interaction come
to a better understanding of what they are doing. This definition was modified by Wenger et al.
(2011) who talked about CoP as “learning partnership among people who find it useful to learn
from and with each other about a particular domain. They use each other’s experience of practice
as a learning resource” (p. 9).
The value of a CoP to Wenger (1998) lies in the fact that it allows for a productive way
of learning whereby learners are not excluded from each other but encouraged to collaborate and
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interact in an interesting and relaxing environment. In a CoP, participation should be combined
with reification, which refers to the production and use of artifacts. Wenger perceived that both
processes support one another since they complete each other and are necessary for the
negotiation of meaning to take place. This dual relationship is best explained by Wenger through
the usage of an example of a poem. If we consider a poem as a series of words or as a piece of
writing, then this is a form of reification. However, a poem comes to life as people discuss it and
provide different interpretations of it. The presence of the poem as an artifact as well as its
discussion by people enable negotiation of meaning to take place. This reciprocity between
participation and reification comes to say that interaction with people is not enough for learning
to happen and that access to artifacts is equally important to enable people to grasp ideas and
make their experiences meaningful. A CoP should have three main constituents: the domain, the
community, and the practice.
The Domain
This refers to the area of interest of a group (preservice teachers, scientists, language
learners etc.). As such, in a domain people share an area of knowledge that brings them together
to discuss several issues.
The Community
This refers to a group of people who communicate and interact with each other. They
need to engage in shared activities and learn together and from each other about issues that are
important in their domain.
The Practice
For a CoP to be complete, the community needs to interact in a certain domain using
specific resources and applying and sharing methods that are fit to them. Practice is the
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knowledge that a community shares and includes stories and experiences that they share and
engage in developing together.
Cox (2005) pointed out that the terms “community” and “practice” are expansive, which
allow for multiple interpretations. However, he also believed that it is this vagueness that gives
value to the framework and allows researchers to adopt and appropriate it to fit their interests. In
fact, Lave and Wenger (1991) contended that the model is considered useful because it allows
for “multiple, theoretically generative interconnections with persons, activities, knowing, and the
world” (p. 121).
Practice in CoP is extremely important and should be carefully considered. Brown and
Duguid (1991) referred to it as “learning-in-working” (p. 41), which means that learning happens
through practice. In defining practice, Wenger (1998) included three dimensions, which will be
discussed next.
Dimensions of Practice. In a community, practice should have the following three
features:
a. Mutual engagement
b. A joint enterprise
c. A shared repertoire
Mutual Engagement. This refers to forming relationships and participating in activities
whereby people help each other and may have complementary roles. It is likely to find people
who possess similarities and differences, which in turn means that they are not always in
agreement and that conflict and differences exist and are characteristic of any CoP. Thus,
richness of experience is derived not from homogeneity but diversity, which resembles real life.
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Joint Enterprise. This relies on people working collectively, regardless of differences
towards a common product. It includes helping each other and ensuring that everyone is doing
what is best for the enterprise.
Shared Repertoire. This includes all the resources that are available for any community
such as words, poems, stories etc.
Researchers hold contrasting views concerning CoP. There are those who perceive it
effective in understanding issues pertaining to teachers’ practices (Kiely & Askham, 2012;
Payler & Locke, 2013) and those who feel that it is unpredictable, which leads to it being
differently implemented in different studies (Barton & Tusting, 2005; Rock, 2005). Wenger’s
(1998) social theory of learning (CoP) has been used in various fields including language
learning. The next section will discuss studies that made use of CoP in the language classroom.
Examples of CoP in the Language Classroom
Toohey (1996) was among the first who studied CoP in a language learning environment.
Studying two ESL children in a kindergarten context, Toohey reported that there was a close
relation between the activities language learners engaged in, the resources they had access to,
their identities, and their ability to speak a second language. However, she clearly stated that
such a relationship is quite complicated and requires further investigation. In another study,
Toohey (1998) portrayed what can happen when learners are excluded from becoming part of a
CoP. In her study, Toohey focused on ESL students at a Canadian school. The students’
individuality was emphasized by limiting their interaction with the rest of their classmates and
they were hindered from developing their proficiency in the English language because of certain
classroom practices that the teacher adopted, which resulted in their alienation and led “to the
exclusion of some students from certain activities, practices, identities, and affiliations” (p. 80).
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Pacheco et al. (2017) explored how teachers can help bilingual students use academic
language through scaffolding. They followed a CoP approach because it stresses the importance
of engagement of all students who are viewed as “valued members” (p. 65). Findings indicated
that the use of academic language allowed students to engage in meaning-making activities,
which in turn advanced their learning (Wenger, 1998). In another study, Pacheco (2018)
explored how teachers supported emerging bilinguals using languages other than English, which
in that case were Arabic and Spanish. Pacheco observed two CoPs to understand how they
allowed for meaning making and engagement. He demonstrated how the teachers’ approaches
affected their students’ participation. “Ms. Ash” hindered her students’ use of Spanish and
Arabic, which in turn limited their engagement whereas students in “Ms. Gardner’s” class took
control and moved to the center, which allowed for deeper discussions and more negotiation of
meaning.
Moving to the center is not always related to possession of linguistic capital as in the case
of “May” (Miller & Zuengler, 2011) whose lack of English proficiency gained her central
participation. “May’s” teacher wanted to encourage her to use English and thus allocated a good
amount of class time to help her speak in English, but her participation was not effective and
caused her confusion. The aforementioned studies exemplify how language classrooms draw on
CoP and give various results, which places emphasis on the teacher’s role and how they
encourage students and provide them with opportunities for discussion. While teaching English
online to Syrian refugee females, I was cautious and carefully considered when to interfere and
when to remain quiet to allow my participants to engage with each other. This was essential to
facilitate maximum engagement and lead to learning.
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Criticism of CoP
Although CoP has been widely incorporated, this does not deny that it is not without
difficulties. Many of the studies that followed a CoP framework failed to link their findings to
CoP (Smith et al., 2017). Another difficulty is time constraints (Kerno, 2008). This is related to
the amount of time it takes for a community to engage in activities that can be deemed effective.
Time from Kerno’s perspective is important since CoP is adopted in an organization that needs
to meet market demands. It is equally important in OLL whereby people form relationships with
others they have not met before. Parks and Floyd (1996) believed that given time, people can
develop close online relationships parallel to those in real life. This was further supported by
Harrison and Thomas (2009) who pointed out that online interactions take long to develop,
which is sometimes counterproductive. Furthermore, Wenger (Farnsworth et al., 2016) asserted
that time is of paramount importance saying, “time/space is a key dimension of the theory
because learning happens in time and space and identity itself is a time/space concept in that
theory” (p. 149). However, there is no clear indication as to how much time is sufficient for a
CoP to fulfill its purposes.
CoPs were also criticized because even though Lave and Wenger (1991) acknowledged
the importance of power in shaping relationships in CoPs, they did not elaborate on the
significance such power relations can have on a community (Roberts, 2006). Such fuzziness is
confusing in the case of “Mr. Agnew” (Miller & Zuengler, 2011) whose insistence to help
“May” speak in English and place her at the center of the conversation caused her to withdraw.
The idea of what a community means is likewise criticized by Pemberton et al. (2007)
who wondered whether a community could be called “positive” or “rose-tinted” (p. 63).
Notwithstanding the fact that Wenger (1998) declared that, “Peace, happiness, and harmony are
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therefore not necessary properties of a community of practice. Certainly, there are plenty of
disagreements, tensions, and conflicts” (p. 77).
Despite all the criticism, CoP has continued to be used in many fields including language
learning and has even permeated online environments, which will be the topic of discussion of
the next section.
CoP in OLL
The theoretical framework CoP was introduced more than two decades ago (Wenger,
1998) and has received much attention since then. However, Smith et al. (2017) found that not
much empirical work has been done in that area in higher education. The authors conducted a
literature review on the use of CoP in online/blended learning that spanned the years between
2000 and 2014. They found that only 60 studies incorporating online/blended learning made use
of CoP and upon further analysis, those were reduced to 41 since the other 19 only mentioned
CoP without making firm use of it. Smith et al. investigated how many of those 41 studies linked
their findings to CoP. Interestingly, they found that only 17 studies did and those were related to
different fields of education.
Based on the results from Smith et al.’s (2017), it is clear that not many studies made use
of CoP in OLL, which presents a gap in that area. Given the limited number of studies on OLL, I
will discuss some regardless of their inability to link findings to CoP because it is important to
understand how interaction takes place in an online medium and how teacher and students
engage and act as a community that have shared goals and strive to make meaning. Wenger’s
CoP lists three main components, which should exist in an online environment just as they do in
a physical one.
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Lin et al. (2016) conducted a study in which they made use of Livemocha, a language
learning social network site, that they believed adopts a CoP framweork, provides materials for
practice, and allows people to practice language with others from around the world. The results
were promising since 52% of the users reported that they learned a lot while 37% said that they
improved. Many of the users commented that they valued the social learning opportunity
afforded by Livemocha and how it provided a sense of community. One participant said, “I like
the way the website integrates the idea of community learning, where I could meet people, who
are truly native speakers and hence, are knowledgeable about the language for which I am
learning, and I can exchange language ideas” (survey participant #392, p. 142). Apart from the
comments made about how the users appreciate the presence of a community, nothing more can
be determined from this study regarding how users engaged in activities and fostered language
learning. In a different study adopting Livemocha, Harrison and Thomas (2009) pointed that
despite the engagement, the users cannot be said to form a community because they used false
identities online. Fear of open access led them to use pseudonyms in addition to other false
information.
Yang and Yi (2017) presented an example of an OLL that aligns with the CoP
framework. Through eTandem, learners came together to play their roles as experts of their L1
and novice in L2. Thus, they shared a common goal, which was learning the target language. In
this study, the language learners entered a long discussion to achieve meaning making regardless
of what the right answer was. “Won” wanted to know the equivalent word for (nunchiboda) in
English. In Korean, this verb means sensitivity to others’ feelings. “David” and “Won” took
many turns trying to reach an understanding. At the end, they apprehended that there was no easy
translation in English. “Won” realized that he was not a deficient L2 learner, but that the word
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does not exist in English. Both learners played different roles and tried to overcome struggles
and, in the process, improved their L2.
Chung et al. (2005) also used eTandem in which Korean and English language learners
were paired. An important feature of this study is that the language learners had a shared
repertoire. They made use of chat jargon such as ‘TNX’ for ‘thanks’ and ‘CYAL8R’ for ‘see you
later’ (p. 62). Since much of the jargon language in Korean included shorthand, Korean students
tried to avoid them so as not to confuse their English classmates. To this end, they resorted to
creating their own emoticons to explain themselves. In another example, English-speaking
learners realized that they needed to use honorifics with Koreans who were older than them as a
sign of respect. Thus, they learned them, which enforced their role as community members.
To understand how members in a community interact and how OLL takes place in a CoP
framework, it is important to have access to the participants’ detailed interactions and their
practices. This will allow for a better perspective of how things operate, how language learning
takes place, and how language learners construct their online identity, which will be the topic of
discussion of the coming section.
CoP and Identity
As people engage in CoP, it is important that they extend their interactions and align their
practices with those of a broader community, which calls for a consideration of how they fit
within it and how their identities are shaped in the process. To this end, they need to carefully
think about 3 modes of belonging (Wenger, 1998), which Wenger later refered to as modes of
identification:
a) engagement: this refers to becoming involved in activities to negotiate meaning
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b) imagination: this involves reflecting on past experiences and creating an image of
the world to envision how we identify with it. By extending our imagination to
broader networks, we gain a different perspective of ourselves.
c) alignment: this necessitates following directions and as such is an act of
harmonizing energy to arrive at the desired results.
Lave and Wenger (1991) discussed identity as being intertwined with learning. Through
participation, people interact with one another, discuss different points of view, and engage in
multiple activities, which in turn affects their identity and how they perceive things. Wenger
equally emphasized the importance of identity in practice since it does not develop because of
exclusively personal nor social effects but “is produced as a lived experience of participation in
specific communities” (p. 151).
It logically follows that belonging to a specific community affects how members
establish their identities depending on what they experience and how competent they act within
the community. Identity to Wenger (1998) is closely related to practice, thus when people
negotiate meaning, they are also negotiating their identities. Wenger perceived this deep
relationship as a parallel where one reflects the other. He commented, “Our identities are rich
and complex because they are produced within the rich and complex set of relationships of
practice” (p. 162).
Realizing the effect learning can have on an individual’s identity is essential, particularly
with respect to teachers who can directly or indirectly affect learners’ identities. To this end, it is
important that teachers carefully plan what they want to include in their teaching and the type of
activities learners will discuss and get involved in.
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During the online English course, I strove to incorporate learners and their identities. As
such, learning did not only address their present but also included their pasts and futures and
allowed them to feel valued for what they knew and wished to learn. This is essential since
embracing learners’ past and future extends beyond engaging learners in the learning process to
enabling them to build a stronger identity (Wenger, 1998).
Studies Focusing on Identity in CoP. Morita (2004) indicated that students linked their
identity to their competence in English. “Nanako” was worried that her limited proficiency
would lead people to think of her as “not very intelligent” (p. 583) whereas “Shiho” acquired the
identity of a competent speaker when her contribution was well received in class, which led to
her increased participation. “Lisa” underwent a big change and at the end was confident enough
to write, “It took a long time to empower myself. Still, I can't say I'm confident ... But I don't feel
comfortable calling myself a nonnative speaker anymore. (Lisa, weekly report, March 30, 2000;
original in English, p. 586). Interestingly, Morita demonstrated how the same person, “Nanako,”
assumed different roles in various classes. In one class, “Nanako” connected with the teacher
who explained that her silence was normal, thus legitimizing it for “Nanako” and enabling her to
relate to the course even as a silent student. In another class, “Nanako” was perceived as
belonging to the less powerful students who remained silent and in the third class, she felt that
internationals were ignored; thus, her silence stemmed from her sense of alienation. This places
emphasis on the classroom atmosphere and its impact on both learners’ language learning and
identity.
In another study, Gearing and Roger (2018) showed how the community inhibited the
learners and discouraged them from learning Korean. English-speaking teachers were not
encouraged to use Korean in the workplace since English was perceived as a more powerful
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language. In addition, they received negative comments when speaking Korean such as “strange
pronunciation” (p. 160). According to Wenger (1998), people define themselves through their
participation. However, not participating can also say something about one’s identity since, “we
also define ourselves through practices we do not engage in” (Wenger, 1998, p. 164). This is
evident in Duff’s (2002) study where language learners declared that they preferred to remain
silent so as not to be criticized by their native peers. It is also clear in “Katarina’s” (Norton,
1995) choice to withdraw from her English course when she was offended by the teacher’s
comment on her English. “Katarina” objected to being treated like an immigrant who knew
nothing when she was a smart professional. This is in tandem with Wenger’s (1998) idea of
identification through imagination whereby people relate to others that are not in their immediate
environment but with whom they connect across time and space.
The aforementioned studies show how language learners position themselves and
establish their L2 identities. While learning a language, they struggle and are exposed to a
variety of experiences that either hinder or promote their L2. While teaching, I needed to be wary
of my effect on the students and paid attention to their reactions. Teachers can greatly affect their
students and their attitudes towards learning as will be discussed in the next section.
Ethics of Care
As mentioned earlier, it is important that teachers acknowledge students’ cultures and
teach content that invokes their cultures and shows respect for their differences. One of the
leading pioneers to discuss ethics of caring in education is Noddings (1984) who stressed that
education cannot exist without caring. Caring for her is a mutual relationship between those
caring and those cared for. Noddings’s notion of caring involves caring and showing feelings
towards those who need to be cared for, but this does not exclude leading them nor does it mean
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showing full satisfaction with what they are doing. As such, teachers need to do what they
believe is in the best interest of the students and respond to their needs in the best way possible.
Noddings’s (1999) model of a caring teacher includes one who listens to their students
and inquires about what they love and what interests them. Building such a relationship with
students allows teachers to increase their competence and tailor classes in ways that help their
students succeed and achieve their goals. Thus, Noddings’ vision of caring in education involves
four components.
Noddings’ first component is modelling, which is important since teachers are concerned
with the growth of the students and ensuring that they become people who can also provide
caring. As such, teachers need to act as good models to their students and show caring in their
relationships. The second component is dialogue, which Noddings deems important for
understanding how caring takes place. Caring can take different forms; thus, dialogue helps
people evaluate their attempts at caring. Practice is a third component and it refers to
opportunities to provide students with situations in which they can exercise caring. Finally,
confirmation includes acknowledging the good in our students and praising them for it.
Noddings (2002) also emphasized the importance of caring by parents and teachers
because “A society composed of people capable of caring—people who habitually draw on a
well-established ideal—will move toward social policies consonant with an ethic of care” (p.
223). Thus, the effect of caring surpasses children to affect an entire society.
Noddings (2005) drew attention to the discrepancy between what researchers and people
consider a caring behavior and what students really think. Thus, a teacher cannot claim they care
unless students acknowledge that. Noddings (2012) highlighted that teachers’ actions should be
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driven by others’ needs because “what I as a carer do for one person may not satisfy another. I
take my cues not from a stable principle but from the living other whom I encounter (p. 188).
The relational view of caring holds teachers in a way accountable for students’ behavior since
they can impact them by how they treat them. In addition, caring teachers help students acquire
the knowledge they want and lead them to achieve their goals.
Many researchers (Beck & Newman, 1996; Rogers & Webb,1991) emphasized the
importance of caring in education. For example, Rogers and Webb (1991) emphasized that
teaching cannot be labelled effective unless it involves an ethic of caring. They discussed the
dangers teacher education is undergoing and called for a remedy by enforcing seven
characteristics because they believe “Teacher education has promises to keep: to society, to the
profession of teaching, to teachers, and to our children” (p. 180).
Researchers like Beck and Newman (1996) were interested in studying the effect of
ethics of care in an environment where people differed in many respects. Enforcing ethics of care
resulted in a successful educational experience despite differences in gender, ethnicity, and
socioeconomic status. This was fostered “by assuming individual responsibilities, providing
support, and respecting decisions and opinions of others” (p. 406).
Several other researchers (Hayes, 2003; McNamee et al., 2007; Owens & Ennis, 2005)
supported the inclusion of ethics of care in teacher education. Owens and Ennis (2005) strongly
felt that teachers should be taught to care for themselves, build caring relationships, and foster a
caring environment to allow for effective learning experiences.
Ethics of Care With Refugees
The concept of caring is particularly important with refugees given their previous
experiences and expectations. Due and Riggs (2016) focused on refugee children in an Intensive
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English Language Program in Australia to investigate what ethics of care meant for them and
how they were cared for. Refugee students emphasized the importance of student-teacher
relationships in addition to other staff and associated those with feeling safe. They also felt they
were being taught in a caring environment since they could share things about themselves and
their experiences. Due and Riggs highlighted that care is envisioned differently by teachers and
students with refugee backgrounds. Whereas teachers focused on meeting students’ needs and
involving them, the refugee students’ attention centered around feeling safe and contributing
their knowledge.
Ethics of care with refugee populations takes a further meaning to include “creating a
welcoming classroom to help students adjust to their new life and schooling” (Hos, 2016, p.
488). In her research, Hos investigated the means of care in a refugee classroom in the United
States. Results showed that the teacher showed caring by implementing effective ESOL
practices, advocating for her students, raising their self-confidence, and showing flexibility and
patience. The refugees’ needs were further stressed in another context when a Turkish teacher
confirmed that “Before we try to teach them anything, they need to feel secure, welcome and
happy” (Hos & Cinarbas, 2018, p. 188).
In a recent research, Karkouti et al. (2019) investigated the perceptions of Syrian refugees
about who helps prepare them for academic success. Results showed the important roles of
teachers and other school personnel in supporting Syrian refugees and meeting their needs by
building “relationships based on care, trust, and understanding” (Cooper, 2014).
Refugees and Language Learning
Language barriers prevent refugees from communicating with others since they need the
language to complete multiple tasks (Nuñez, 2014). Simple things such as taking the bus can
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become complicated and intimidating. In fact, Navuluri et al. (2014) found that as many as
65.2% of refugees reported that language was the major barrier when seeking healthcare. This
alarming number calls for immediate action and an understanding of what refugees go through
when they try to learn languages.
Different research was conducted to understand refugees’ learning trajectories and
determine the best approaches to help them during their language-learning journeys. Refugees
move to new countries with the prospect of residing there and maybe becoming citizens in the
future. To this end, it is essential that they are provided with the necessary help. Achieving this
requires following several steps such as understanding the kind of problems they face and
finding solutions to them.
Challenges Facing Refugees
Some researchers studied the prevalent ideologies with respect to refugees. Tollefson
(1989) focused on how refugees are taught English that would secure them low-paid jobs and
teach them the language of the subordinates.
Warriner (2004) criticized how the government expected refugees to survive on
minimum paid jobs and recounted several problems that they must deal with. He gave an
example of “Ayak” who inspite of her poor financial situation was restricted from working by
the fact that she had young children to care for and her need to learn English in the morning to
better herself. “Ayak” found herself in a difficult situation where she had to choose between
supporting her family or securing a better future and taking care of her children.
Many refugees’ stories sound similar (Navuluri et al., 2014; Warriner, 2004). Their
problems arise from their language barrier, which prevents them from securing a decent job,
communicating with people, and doing other simple tasks. They do not have opportunities to

68

learn the language because of several issues including familial obligations. However, without the
language of the host country, they will not be able to support their family. It seems like they are
caught in a whirlpool that is difficult to get out of. I summarize some of those stories as they
mirror many of those other refugees go through. These stories will help shed light on this study
and what I did to help my participants.
Language as a barrier is not only associated with refugees who may not be highly
educated. It also extends to include highly educated professionals who struggle to re-enter their
professions in the host countries (Piętka-Nykaza, 2015). “Ali,” (refugee teacher, Glasgow) a
teacher from Iraq, is impeded from development by his age. He explains:
I cannot teach because of my language. My English is not good enough to teach. I am 66.
I’m too old to learn a language. However, I try to stay in touch with my profession …
Sometimes, I go to libraries to read, or I go to lectures related to my profession. From
time to time, I give private lessons. (p. 535)
Globalization has resulted in the hegemony of the English language due to numerous
reasons including politics and ecomomy (Živković & Bojkov, 2016). The power of English
caused “Teh Reh” (Duran, 2016) to struggle inspite of his knowledge of several other languages.
“Teh Reh” was fluent in four languages, but faced problems finding employment in the United
States because as he said, “I can speak Burmese, Karenni, Shan, and Thai (.)… FOUR
languages. But none of those are valid here” (p. 221). All four languages were useless to him in a
country where English is the language of power. Upon learning English, “Teh Reh” made use of
his knowledge of all languages and succeeded in becoming a part-time translator. He worked
hard to provide for his family and hoped to help his people. He said, “I like the job because I can
help my people” (p. 223). As a refugee, he was familiar with all the struggles people like him
face and aspired to raise awareness and become his people’s voice: “They need to find out the
interpreter, they need to find out who can speak our language and set up their role” (p. 224).
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Later, “Teh Reh” became an ESL teacher who was aware of what aspects of the language his
people found difficult. For example, he is seen emphasizing the word ‘pink’ to which there is no
equivalent word in Karenni. Coming from the same background, “Teh Reh” could understand
what the refugees needed and addressed their confusion, which made him a successful teacher.
The role of teacher to refugees is further emphasized by Wachob and Williams (2010) who
pointed out the unavailability of competent language instructors, which in turn affected the
quality of teaching.
Learning about issues related to language learning from one population can shed light on
other populations. Furthermore, focusing on the situations they face can further extend our
understanding and create more opportunities for cross-cultural comparisons. Warriner (2016)
interviewed refugees from different backgrounds (Bosnia, Iran, and Sudan) who shared the belief
that they quickly needed to learn English to survive and find a job that could put food on their
table. In fact, their beliefs echoed the views of the program, the teachers, and in turn the state.
Warriner was skeptical about their future since they were being trained and taught to find a
minimum wage job without paying attention to how they could help them become successful
people in the future. This resonates with Blommaert’s (2010) saying that “the world of language
is not just one of difference but one of inequality” (p. 28).
Allowing refugees (or any student for that matter) to see the relevance of what they are
learning and enabling them to link what they are doing to their real life will help them engage in
more meaningful and authentic learning. For example, “Paw,” a Laotian refugee, was left
struggling and became lonely as she was unable to relate to what the other students were doing
and how they communicated with their teacher. She said, “I don't know what I should do. I am
not used to that. I can only be quiet." (Townsend & Fu, 2001, p. 104). Unfortunately, remedial
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English did not help “Paw” since it did not create any opportunities for her to interact in English
with her peers nor understand the culture. Instead, she was required to learn English the
traditional way, which caused her more alienation. Likewise, Elmeroth’s (2003) Kurdish adult
refugees had a similar experience. They reported that they used Swedish with their teacher(s) and
spoke broken Swedish to communicate with other non-Swedish speakers in their classroom.
Even at work, they either did something that required minimal language or worked along with
coworkers who came from different countries, so they did not practice the language with native
speakers. These refugees hardly encountered native speakers of Swedish, so they were alienated
and were not given opportunities to develop their language skills. A second important reason
why they were not invested in learning Swedish is because their basic needs were not met, which
Elmeroth listed as having safety, respect, bodily, and belonging needs. To these refugees, things
like food, clothing, and family were more important than learning the language. As Elmeroth
stated, “The development of motivation requires that the pupils’ basic needs are met” (p. 440).
Consequently, they perceived that learning Swedish was not a necessity for them during those
harsh living conditions.
Recommendations to Language Educators Working With Refugees
By highlighting the experiences of different refugees, I hope to contribute to the
understanding of what language educators can do to make the transition of refugees a smoother
one and how they can guide them in their language-learning journey. “Teh Reh’s” (Duran, 2016)
experience makes us conscious that native speakers are not necessarily the best teachers. After
two years in the United States, “Teh Reh” became an ESL teacher in his community. He had
limited resources and taught people in an apartment, but he was still favored over an American
teacher because he could relate to other refugees. Having gone through similar experiences
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allowed “Teh Reh” to connect and build rapport with his fellow refugees (Burns & Roberts,
2010), which is very important for the success of learning.
De Costa (2010) was aware of the importance of understanding refugees’ prior
knowledge and culture since that can ease their ‘habitus transformation’ (p. 517). De Costa’s
“Vue Lang,” a Hmong refugee, could develop his English by drawing on prior knowledge. For
example, he first had difficulties understanding how to use MapQuest (which is like our present
GPS) but when he drew on information previously introduced and discussed the different signs,
it made sense to him. In this example, relating MapQuest to “Vue Lang’s” previous knowledge
made it relevant to his life, which is commended by Baynham (2005) who believed that bringing
the students’ life inside the classroom can have positive results. In another example, “Vue Lang”
drew on his prior knowledge when the teacher introduced the word ‘immunization’. Through a
series of turn taking and collaboration, “Vue Lang” arrived at the meaning of the word.
A survey conducted in Victoria, Australia on the teaching approaches adopted with lowliteracy refugee students (Windle & Miller, 2012) reported the importance of drawing on
students’ prior knowledge and making use of scaffolding, multimodality, and critical questioning
among other useful strategies.
An essential and recurring argument in research (De Costa, 2010; Omerbašic, 2015;
Windle & Miller, 2012) is allowing refugees to bridge their present and past. This is also evident
in the example of the Palestinian refugee boy, “Ali”, (Beauregard et al., 2017) who employed his
drawing to indicate how important his school (which denotes anyone or anything that allows him
to express himself in the target language) was in helping him make sense of his experience and
his identity. In the drawing, he drew things that mattered to him, such as his Arab friends,
teacher, home, and he drew himself sitting in the bus that was taking him to school. The bus
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symbolized a bridge between his past and present life, which allowed him to make sense of his
experiences and his multiple identities. “Ali” is an excellent example of how teachers can
accommodate their refugee students and engage them to help them learn and understand
themselves.
Considering that many refugees start learning languages with no educational background,
Benseman (2014) tried to understand how educators can help them. He found that assisting them
to acquire basic skills, helping them build confidence, and ensuring that they can make use of
what they have learned in the real world will enable them to make huge strides. In fact, there is a
growing need for educators who are not only willing to help refugees learn the target language,
but who will also effect change in the way society perceives them, their abilities, and prospects
for the future. Educators need to benefit from past lessons, adopt best practices, and make use of
helpful tools to ease the transition of refugees into a new society and help them be confident
language users who have a place in their newfound country.
Refugees and Identity
The identity refugees establish in a second language is related to their experiences and
how they perceive themselves as language learners. This is also closely related to their
sociocultural situation and how they are treated and perceived by others. In this section, I will
discuss several examples of refugees whose identity was affected by their situations and those
around them.
“I am a refugee! Others look at me and see a refugee. I look at my Self through Others’
eyes and become a refugee” (p. 230). This is how Kumsa (2006) began her article about Oromos
refugees in Toronto. This quotation sums up the complex identity issues refugees experience,
which Kebede (2010) affirmed stating that it can result in a ‘struggle for belonging’ (p. 5). This
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becomes even more challenging when people view them in a certain way because of the
‘refugee’ label they choose to assign them (Zetter, 2007). It is disturbing since labeling people
can play a role in hindering their identity development. The label ‘refugee’ does not only indicate
that one is not a legal citizen, but also has bad connotations such as “stupid, misfits, ignorant,
poor, and uncivilized FOB [fresh off the boat]” (Kumsa, 2006, p. 242). Such labeling may
usually lead people to view refugees in a certain way, thus making it more difficult for the latter
to overcome specific beliefs and form new identities.
The identities refugees develop as language learners mainly stem from their needs and
the circumstances they are confronted with. For example, “Teh Reh” (Duran, 2016) was
conscious of the importance of translation and made use of his knowledge of five languages. He
assumed the identity of a language broker, which allowed him to get a job as a part-time
translator that he linked to intellectuals. He was also perceived as a transnational agent who is
vocal in various languages and knowledgeable about many cultures.
Studying four female refugees from Sudan, Warriner (2004) was careful to point out that
they could not be compared to other second language learners. Their struggles were heightened
by the need to meet government expectations and their gender roles. Interestingly, Warriner
emphasized that her participants would not be able to reach economic satisfaction by learning
English alone, due to their gender restrictions. “Ayak” presented the identity of a female refugee
who was not willing to compromise. She wanted to pursue her dreams, but not at the expense of
her children. Despite her serious need for money to help her husband and her mother back in
Egypt, she could not set her gendered priorities aside and chose to work harder to reach her
goals. In this sense, “Ayak” displayed the multiple identities that she tried to negotiate and live
with. Warriner’s participants displayed hybrid identities; they were aware of the necessity to
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adjust to the new way of living in the United States and that they should work and study to
improve their socioeconomic status but were held back by their traditional gendered roles as
mothers who needed to attend to their children and take good care of them.
Elmeroth’s (2003) Kurdish refugees felt estranged as they did not have opportunities to
interact with native speakers of Swedish. Those refugees did not have the motivation to learn
because they had minimal contact with Swedish people and did not need the language to
maintain communication. Elmeroth believed their isolated life resembled that of a ‘solitary
confinement’. She compared Sweden with all the space it provides to a jail where people have no
one to talk to, which can cause anguish and mental problems. Given that the Kurdish refugees
had limited contact with Swedish people, they were likely to maintain their L1 identity. In fact,
in a study on Bosnian refugees, Zahirovic (2001) pointed out the refugees’ resistance to learning
a language other than their L1. This comes as a consequence of their harsh living conditions and
a way to reflect their frustration at having to live away from their country.
Identity as indicated earlier is complex and a site of struggle. This is even made more
complicated when people experience harsh circumstances like war, which can traumatize them.
Furthermore, immigration and settling in a new country and adapting to its culture are believed
to cause a shift in refugees’ identity (Kanouté, 2002). Beauregard et al. (2017) maintained that
exposure to trauma leads people to establish multiple identities that would help them endure their
oppressed identity. They showed how “Ali’s” drawings reflected his multiple identity. In one
picture, he drew a split face which was interpreted as an indication of his Palestinian, Lebanese
and/or Canadian identity. This division was recurrent in his other drawings, which revealed his
attempts at making sense of his own identity. The drawings say much about “Ali’s” wounded
identity in Lebanon where he first experienced what it means to be a refugee. Through drawing,
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he was finally able to come to terms with himself and bridge his past and present lives. “Ali’s”
pictures showed a transition from someone who is disturbed and nervous to someone who is at
peace and more comfortable, which was portrayed in his final drawing of a joyous family.
Refugees and OLL
McBrien (2005) noted that there was not enough literature on refugees’ education.
Although McBrien made this statement more than a decade ago, I believe it still holds true in the
field of language education. Considering the large and growing number of refugees worldwide,
there is little research to show how they can overcome the language barrier, which will
ultimately impact their entire life and their identities. Furthermore, there is a dearth of research
on refugees learning languages online, which stresses the need for investigation in this area.
With the rapid changes around the world in different sectors of life comes an equally fast
development in the field of technology and its inclusion in the field of language learning.
According to Castells (1998), “information technology, and the ability to use it and adapt it, is
the critical factor in generating and accessing wealth, power, and knowledge in our time” (p. 92).
Considering that technology can provide access to wealth and better opportunities, educators
should consider adopting it to help refugees whose lack of knowledge of the host country’s
language puts them at risk of being marginalized (Correa-Velez et al., 2010). Studying languages
online may be a viable solution to many of the issues refugees face including unavailability of
transportation and familial obligations. However, success does not come without the
implementation of several instructional guidelines.
To ensure that refugees have good chances at a better future, educators need to provide
them with skills that will engage them with their local community and the world at large. Just as
in regular face-to-face classrooms, online classrooms should be situated around the needs of
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refugees. Those needs include their right to maintain their mother tongue since it is an indicator
of their identity while learning the target language to communicate in their new environment
(Little, 2000). Hykova (2004) was interested in investigating an online language program for
refugees. Given the free nature of the discussion forum, Hykova reported that 60% of the
refugees invoked personal matters into the discussions that were mostly initiated by either tutors
or facilitator. Observations also showed that more competent learners helped those who were less
competent. Although the refugee students had problems handling the system at the beginning,
they had a positive experience. They enjoyed having feedback and communicating using the
Course Room. Communicating online allowed them to be comfortable and not feel insecure
about interacting with people they did not know. It also fostered collaboration whereby learners
worked as a community. Hykova’s pilot study took place at a time when online learning was still
at its beginning. However, it still indicates that if online learning is well-established, it can hold
prospects for refugees to learn languages despite time and place constraints. An important
finding is that online learning can serve as an environment that provides equality to minority
groups. The refugee students reported that they were comfortable working in a closed
environment with people who shared their background.
van Rensburg and Son (2010) explored the use of OLL with adult female Sudanese
refugees. They found that the refugees became particularly engaged when looking at images they
were familiar with or associated with Sudan, which stresses the importance of linking what
happens in class to what takes place out of class (Baynham, 2005). Upon interviewing the
refugees, they all agreed that they were happy using computers to learn English. It even caused
“Marie” to change and overcome her introverted self and even her physical disability. Overall,
using computers was a positive experience, which calls for consideration.
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Omerbašic (2015) emphasized the need to connect to refugees’ background and
translocality. She explained how refugees resorted to a hybridized language form and drew on
digital media to improve their language learning. Her participants made use of videos and images
from the internet to describe their life back in refugee camps and relate to their previous
experiences. As a matter of fact, Omerbašic warned that not allowing the refugees this
connection may lead to further alienation and to their feeling of estrangement. She stressed that
access to social media spaces provides authentic engagement and allows refugee students to
bridge between the different worlds that affect their lives.
Based on the popularity of technology with adolescents, Vanek et al. (2018) investigated
how adolescent refugees made use of Facebook in a language classroom. The researchers were
interested in investigating how refugees established their identities and used English online.
Although they were not focusing on language gains, they believed that social media allows for it
given that meaningful interaction takes place. Interacting through Facebook allowed refugee
students to share things about themselves they might otherwise not have been willing to talk
about in person. A refugee who concealed her real identity in her profile posted an image of ‘the
bride henna hand’, something that she might not be willing to talk about openly with people. In
another example, “Safiyo” who wore a full veil in class and covered her face posted an unveiled
picture of herself in response to an activity that required them to post an interesting image.
Communicating online made her comfortable. Thus, she felt safe and decided to show her face,
which was referred to as “a gradual, virtual unveiling” (p. 249). Interacting online allowed
refugees to open and communicate with each other, which in turn affected how they created their
identity. They also encouraged each other to participate and engage in the use of English, which
increased their involvement.
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An important point that was raised in a study by Hansson et al. (2017) is integration and
the need to expose refugees to native speakers of the language outside an academic setting
whereby they can communicate using the spoken language. The researchers felt the need for
such a study during times of increased instability and due to the growing number of refugees in
Sweden. They wanted to investigate how establishing a digital online tool can enhance language
learning and integration of refugees.
The concept of the digital online tool centered around a dual mentorship where a refugee
and a Swede interacted and learned from each other. Findings showed that the digital online tool
was conducive to language learning since it allowed ease of access, provided opportunities for
improving language skills, and facilitated integration. The educators also pointed out the
flexibility of the digital online tool since it brought people together regardless of the vast
physical distance and integrated educational content that aligned with the interests of both
participants. It also fostered a mutual relationship where both users were benefiting and
introducing each other to their L1 language and culture.
Integration of refugees into the broader culture is receiving much attention, particularly in
Europe where the number of refugees soared to reach unprecedented numbers (Connor, 2018).
Considering the big number of refugees in the Netherlands, Alencar (2018) was interested in
investigating how they used social media. She found that they did not only use it to spend their
long boring days, but also to look for employment. The refugees whom were mainly Syrians
commented on how social media could help them integrate. One of the refugees believed that he
could use social media to learn Dutch. Another one talked about how social media could bring
refugees and natives together to bridge gaps and help build intercultural knowledge:
Yes, there is a Facebook page for refugees and Dutch people, where they can organize
activities. Two weeks ago, there was an activity in Amsterdam that was organized by this
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page; it is like a singer and some Dutch and Syrian guys, where we could touch basic
Dutch people. So this page helped to promote this intercultural contact. (man 9, Syria, p.
1597)
Having discussed different studies involving refugees from different nations, I indicated
several challenges, mentioned various solutions and prospects for future research. In the next
section, I will focus on one group of refugees: Syrian refugees.
Syrian Refugees
Since the outbreak of the revolution in 2011, millions of Syrians fled the country to
different parts of the world where they were removed from their roots and needed to establish
their identities away in a place to which they had no ties. Their plight was heightened when they
realized that without the language of the host country, they had limited choices of employment
and less hope for a successful future.
Research on Syrian refugees reports the struggles they face in host countries because of
the language barrier and stresses the need to overcome that barrier to increase their chances of a
more successful future. Syrian refugee teachers stated that Syrian refugee students should invest
in the English language because that would help them in the future and make them equal to
Lebanese students (Karam et al., 2017). This research is helpful since it can give insight about
best practices in teaching refugees; however, it does not provide insight with respect to the
language-learning journey and identity.
Studies from Turkey (Mehmet, 2017; Taskin & Erdemli, 2018) were based on teachers’
perspective and reported similar challenges that Syrian refugees encountered upon joining
Turkish schools. According to teachers, a major problem is that Syrian students are
mainstreamed in English classes with their Turkish peers. In addition, they criticized the teaching
materials and the lack of training for EFL teachers (Hos & Cinarbas, 2018). They agreed that it is
important that the teacher and students can speak the same language, which can positively
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impact refugees’ learning. Taskin and Erdemli (2018) further advised that schools hire
translators and prepare a Turkish language curriculum to teach Turkish as a second language.
They rightfully criticized the idea of separating Syrian and Turkish students in regular classes
since that can lead to further alienation and prevents integration. Their argument is in tandem
with research about the benefits of drawing on students’ culture and background when teaching a
foreign language (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Mitchell & Ouko, 2012).
Researchers recognize that learning the language of the host country is of utmost
importance. However, this becomes more complicated considering the other factors refugees
need to attend to such as finding employment and housing. Steele (2017) highlighted the
importance to attend to the refugees’ language needs while they are in transit, which will help
them with resettlement. He believed that Syrian refugees should be taught English while in
transit since they applied for asylum in countries where more than 50% of the people speak
English. Steele also stressed the importance of drawing on the Syrian refugees’ culture to avoid
causing alienation and affirm the refugees’ identities. To this end, he encouraged incorporating a
curriculum that is tailored to the Syrian refugees’ needs, ages, and interests (Seufert, 1999).
Martzoukou and Burnett (2018) investigated the needs and problems Syrian refugees
faced in Scotland, which provided a different perspective. They drew attention to the effects of
the traumatizing experiences, which they endured. Although the Scottish Refugee Council (SRC)
provided refugees with a detailed Arabic welcome pack that outlined important information, they
later realized that providing translations was not enough considering that Syrian refugees could
be struggling with the following list of afflictions:
Someone with a disability or a terminal illness, they have children in another country,
they come from a war zone, they possibly have been abused or neglected in the last three
years in the country they have been in; they’ve got depression, post-traumatic stress,
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they’ve been victims of torture or violence. How do you unpick which one is more
traumatic than the other? (LAL 1, p. 1116)
Martzoukou and Burnett (2018) further drew attention that elderly refugees needed to be
taught by people who had experience teaching seniors. They also stressed differences among
refugees in terms of personality, experiences, level of education, willingness to learn the target
language, and even their preferred method of learning. They indicated that a useful way to derive
information from the refugees resembled Beauregard et al.’s (2017) approach whereby they
asked the refugees to draw things that concerned them. This helped them understand what was
on the refugees’ mind despite their limited English.
Bozkurt and Yalcin Arslan (2018) were interested in exploring Syrian refugee EFL
learners’ perceptions about autonomy in English and their readiness for it. Results indicated that
female EFL perceptions about autonomy were higher than males, which means that males relied
more on their teachers. In addition, they found that there was a relationship between the
refugees’ perception of autonomy and their readiness for it in the English language, that is
having positive perceptions led to practice of autonomy. These findings are encouraging since
autonomy is much needed with Syrian refugees who need to take advantage of every opportunity
to improve their language level, which in turn can affect their future lives.
Studies on Syrian refugees allowed me to better prepare for my own research. They
helped me understand what things to focus on and what to avoid. In my study, I embraced the
Syrian female refugees’ L1 and paid attention to the fact that they are individuals who have
different needs. Furthermore, I encouraged autonomy, which if rightly balanced can lead to
success.
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Lessons Learned
Awareness of the refugees’ needs and appreciation of what they know can provide good
results. This was realized by the Syrian refugee educators (Karam et al., 2017) who were willing
to change their way of teaching for the refugees’ benefit. Educators working with refugees
should be aware that the latter come from diverse backgrounds and bring in many differences to
the classroom, which can be resourceful and should be drawn on. It is important to note that
refugees come to the language classroom/country with their differences and recent experiences
of trauma. In addition to all that, they are challenged by the need to communicate in a new
language. It may appear that those are the main factors at play; however, several other hidden
ones could be at work, such as power exerted by others, politics of the hosting country, unskilled
teachers and unavailability of good resources. Thus, teachers should be particularly careful when
dealing with such a population.
Shulman (1986) argued that a teacher’s job goes beyond simply explaining. Teachers
should be willing to open doors for learners and allow them to raise questions. A Syrian teacher
modified his instruction when he felt that the Syrian refugees were not interested in what he was
teaching them (Karam et al., 2017). He decided that what topics he taught did not matter as long
as he met the end objective, which is to have the Syrian refugee students on par with Lebanese
students. Similarly, “Yasmeen,” another Syrian refugee teacher, got rid of the textbooks and
made use of hands-on activities that helped engage Syrian refugee students.
Motivation is a necessity in learning and is particularly essential with refugees. This was
noted by “Randa” (Karam et al., 2017) who suggested that they hire a native speaker that can
speak the refugee’s mother tongue and act as a role model. She believed that when students see
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their teacher itrying to use Arabic, they will free themselves of their fear and begin to challenge
themselves.
Several studies indicated that the inclusion of L1 in second language learning is
beneficial and cannot be ignored (Antόn & DiCamilla, 1999; McBrien, 2005; Swain & Lapkin,
2000). Wofford and Tibi (2018) approved of that and believed that it will help support refugees.
However, due to the inavailability of Arab speakers, they suggested that parents become
involved in their children’s learning. They also suggested pointing out differences between
Arabic and English to understand the kind of problems refugee students are likely to face.
Although this study was about young Syrian refugees, it can guide teachers working with adult
refugees since language learners, regardless of age are likely to face similar issues.
Studies on Syrian refugees and their experiences learning languages in physical settings
are limited and there is even less research on their experiences learning languages online.
McDermott (2016) was conscious of the difficulties Syrian refugees face upon arriving in the
United States and their need to learn English, thus she accentuated the role public libraries can
have in helping Syrian refugees. One form of help is access to ESL classes, which are offered at
libraries where big numbers of refugees and immigrants reside. McDermott provided a list of
online resources and apps Syrian refugees can use to improve their English. Although
McDermott did not engage in research, she was cognizant of the benefits of online learning and
how Syrian refugees need to practice autonomy to take control of their learning.
Refugees are aware of the usefulness of technology and how they can use it to take
charge of their own learning. When a Syrian refugee, “Mona,” could not understand a question
that the interviewer asked her, she took a snapshot of it and translated it into Arabic (Kaur,
2016). Upon arrival to New Zealand, “Mona” experienced trouble understanding English despite
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her previous knowledge of it. This caused her to perceive herself as “stupid” (p. 33). She was
conscious of the importance of English and resorted to technology. “Mona” chose to prepare for
her driving test online and not take it in Arabic because she felt it was confusing. This indicated
a change in “Mona’s” attitude and that she was no longer afraid of using English and did not
want to be associated with the “stupid” self she once called herself. Using technology did not
only affect “Mona’s” language learning, but also her identity. “Mona” displayed the identity of a
“proud mom and an excellent cook” (p. 35) when she communicated in Arabic through
applications like Viber and WhatsApp and shared images of her food. Technology enabled her to
assume agency and allowed her to maintain her identity. It even affected her son who indicated
that he prefered to use both English and Arabic when playing online to establish his different
identities. “Mona” is an example of the Syrian female refugee who uses technology to take
control of her life, learn the target language, and establish the identity she wishes to hold on to.
There is a dearth of research about the use of technology to teach languages to Syrian
refugees. In fact, both works referred to earlier (Kaur, 2016; McDermott, 2016) show how Syrian
refugees as individuals can make use of technology to improve their English. Sirin et al. (2018)
in a pioneer study attempted to study the effects of a game-based intervention titled Project Hope
on the education of Syrian refugees in Turkey. The project aimed at helping Syrian refugee
children improve what Sirin and Rogers-Sirin (2015) identified as crucial needs, that is their
Turkish language skills, mental health in addition to cognitive and critical skills. Results reported
that children who used the intervention had much better knowledge of the Turkish language than
their peers in the control group. This study indicates that using technology can yield positive
results and is effective in helping refugees learn a second language. In addition, the participants
announced that they enjoyed using the intervention and that they would recommend it to others.
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This study does not only offer promising results but is among few studies that offer practical
solutions.
Syrian Female Refugees
With almost five million Syrian refugees dispersed around the world, initiative must be
taken to help them build a life for themselves and their families and enable them to become
productive citizens of their new countries. This cannot be achieved without providing them with
opportunities to learn the language of the host country.
Much of the research on Syrian refugees addressed the barriers they face. However, not
many studies reported findings based on empirical research. Furthermore, much of the
information obtained about Syrian refugees was collected from the lens of government officials
such as SRS (Martzoukou & Burnett, 2018) or teachers (Karam et al., 2017; Taskin & Erdemli,
2018), which leaves us wondering about the perspective of Syrian refugees and whether their
needs are being met. In addition, difficulty of having access to Syrian refugees and
communicating with them leaves many important questions unanswered. This clearly shows that
there is a gap in research, hence the need for this study.
In this inquiry, I make several assumptions based on findings from previous research and
my knowledge of the culture and background of Syrian females. I was interested in
understanding the stories of Syrian female refugees because they are doubly underprivileged:
once for being refugees and a second time for being females. Martzoukou and Burnett (2018)
explained that Syrian female refugees in Scotland could not attend language classes in the
morning because of their responsibilities towards their children. Syrian female refugees are
aware of the importance of education (Asaf, 2017; Haynes et al., 2012) at such critical times. As
a mother of 3 girls whom I dote on, I understand the feelings of those mothers. However, their
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role does not justify excluding them from language classes and limiting their opportunities of a
better life.
Learning the language of the host country is essential because Syrian female refugees
need to resume their life in a new country. Communication is at the heart of any activity and
without it, those refugees will be restricted and will not be able to become active members in the
new country. Learning the language is important for them personally but is equally critical for
their children. This was touched upon by the Syrian refugee children whom I helped in the
United States. It was also a reason why the Syrian female refugee, “Mona” who had children,
one of whom is deaf, was persistent on learning English (Kaur, 2016). Thus, by focusing on
Syrian female refugees, I hope I will help them do something for themselves and their children.
Considering time and space limits and the familial obligations of many Syrian female
refugees, online teaching presents a viable solution and provides them with a much-needed
opportunity. I build on Omerbašic’s (2015) belief that, “Digital spaces provide opportunities for
girls resettled as refugees to enact their complex ways of knowing and being through multimodal
literacy practices” (p. 472). Online learning is considered a safe environment where learners can
experiment with the language, which is particularly suitable for shy students (Hanson-Smith,
2001; Sproull & Kiesler, 1991). It is also a medium that allows for autonomy (Kizil, 2017;
Prahtibha, 2017). This was clearly demonstrated by “Mona” (Kaur, 2016) who using digital
spaces could learn and help her children. Online spaces also enabled her to establish her identity
as an active person and someone who is in control. Lam’s (2006) study highlighted the
possibility of creating a space where language learners can create their own diasporic
community, a space in this case where Syrian female refugees can use Arabish.
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Research on identity has received much interest. However, Norton and De Costa (2018)
pointed out that not much is known about identity construction in an unequal world. Hence, it is
interesting to investigate how Syrian female refugees negotiate their identities and explore if they
maintain the same online and offline identities. This study aimed to understand the stories of
Syrian female refugees about their experiences learning English in an online environment and
how it impacts their identity. To this end, I adopted a sociocultural approach that explores human
actions in relation to cultural and social contexts. Thus, I drew attention to learning as a social
relationship, which Hanks (1991) nicely referred to as being located, “in the processes of
coparticipation, not in the heads of individuals.” (p. 13). In doing so, I relied on CoP as a social
theory since it focuses on learning as a social practice. This study recognized the participants as
language learners who engage in the activities and practices of a new community and not as
learners who internalize the second language they are being exposed to.
Wenger (1998) warned against restricting what constitutes a CoP. He advised not to have
limitations in terms of community size, duration, length of interactions and kinds of activities.
Given the malleability of the term, I felt free in terms of choosing the number of the participants,
deciding on the length of their interactions, and the types of activities they would engage in.
Considering that learning took place using an online environment, I move on to discuss
its three main constituents. As for the domain, it is language learning since interest in learning
English is what brought this community together. The community consisted of Syrian female
refugees who interacted and engaged with each other to learn about things that are of interest to
them. In terms of practice, they engaged with online English materials. They discussed different
topics and related to them by sharing stories and experiences.
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Taking into consideration Wenger’s (1998) message about the importance of including
one’s past and future in the learning, which in turn affects an individual’s identity, I chose topics
that were of interest to my participants. This allowed them to relate to past experiences and
perceive their learning as relevant to their future paths. To present the stories of Syrian female
refugees, I adopted narrative, which is perceived as a powerful tool for bringing to the forefront
issues related to refugees. It has been adopted by several researchers to investigate the
relationship between refugees’ language-learning experience and identity construction (Duran,
2016; Warriner, 2004; Warriner, 2016).
Syrian female refugees are human beings who have the right to live, learn, and dream.
Their stories deserve to be heard and brought to the forefront for others to learn from. We need
to extend a helping hand and support them during these difficult times because soon they will
become part of the fabric of America. This was beautifully referenced by Angela Merkel, the
German chancellor who advocates for Syrian refugees (Ward, 2016). In her New Year speech
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HR0Q1Advtjw), she provided Arabic subtitles in an effort
to promote for inclusivity and welcome whom she called “new citizens”. Ward was proud of
such behavior and believed that “Our willingness to use minority languages, our acceptance of
alternative languages, and our eagerness to help migrants acquire new languages will be key to
peaceful coexistence and successful integration during this migratory era” (p. 6).
Summary of the Review of the Literature
In this chapter, I tried to contextualize the study by discussing online learning, identity,
and highlighting the different frameworks I adopted. I synthesized research from studies about
second language learning. I also elaborated on all components in both physical and online
contexts and provided examples of studies that made use of them. I pointed out different
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examples that reported conflicting findings, which serve to portray life with all its contradictions
and uncertainties. Furthermore, I tried to show how all three components interplay to pave way
for how they will mesh together in this proposed study.
In Chapter 3, I will provide details about the context of my study, data collection
methods, the participants and how I recruited them. I will also include a description of the design
and method of analysis. This will be incomplete without addressing my own limitations as a
researcher and explaining how I wish to overcome them to ensure rigor.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
Introduction to the Methodology
In this chapter, I will carefully explain my approach to the research. I start by stating my
research questions and describing my research design. I talk about some considerations that I
needed to attend to prior to beginning the research to ensure validity and rigor. I also expound on
the context in which learning took place to clarify what the participants did and how they
interacted with each other. Furthermore, I explain the criteria for choosing my participants.
Moreover, I present how I collected multiple types of data and analyzed them. Finally, I address
validity and ethical considerations and discuss the limitations of the study.
Research Paradigm
To gain insight into the experiences of Syrian female refugees, I plan to follow tenets of a
social constructivist approach that focus on the social world surrounding language learners and
how individuals with whom they communicate affect and shape their learning.
According to Wenger (1998), learning is a social practice that is situated in a cultural and
historical context. In studying Syrian female refugees’ interactions with other participants online
and with people in their daily lives, I focused on how their interactions could impact their
learning and identity. Based on this, there can be no absolute realities since “they are constructed
by individuals who experience the world from their own vantage points” (Hatch, 2002, p. 15).
Considering that social interaction is at the heart of learning in social constructivism, this means
that epistemologically speaking, knowledge is co-constructed by all those involved. In this sense,
through interacting with the participants, we co-constructed truth and knowledge. Thus, I
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initiated the research with the assumption that through discussions and interactions with others
and through historical and cultural norms, the participants will develop a meaning for the
situation in which they find themselves in (Creswell, 2003). In this sense, individuals are part of
the bigger world and in their diversity, they offer various truths and realities (Crotty, 1998).
Individuals make meaning when they face different events in their lives. In this sense, Syrian
female refugees, like all people construct their identities depending on what happens to them in
their new environment and with whom they interact.
To investigate the experiences of Syrian female refugees, I adopted a narrative inquiry
design, which allowed me to understand how they experience the world (Connelly & Clandinin,
1990). Thus, during this study, Syrian female refugees shared stories with me as they reflected
on their language-learning journey and how it is affecting their identity. Stories are important
because they “assist humans to make life experiences meaningful. Stories preserve memories,
prompt our reflections, connect us to our past and present, and assist us to envision our future”
(Kramp, 2004, p. 107). As such, the stories of the Syrian female refugees allowed me to
understand what they have been through, are going through, and their aspirations for the future.
These stories are particularly important because they provided me with the participants’
perspective (Barkhuizen, 2016).
Social constructivism aligns well with the construct of identity as defined by Wenger
(1998). As such, the stories of Syrian female refugees enabled me to understand how their
identities were developing as they were learning English online and communicating with people.
Furthermore, identities contain elements from one’s past social interactions and continue to
develop as people encounter new experiences (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005). Therefore, stories
provide a sense of unity and organization that will help the participants’ identity to evolve. In
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short, narrative identity is “a story about how I came to be the person I am becoming”
(McAdams, 2018, p. 364).
Before moving on to talk about the research design, I will introduce my research
questions because those will determine my approach and which methods I will use.
Research Questions
•

RQ1. What stories are Syrian female refugees willing to share about their perceptions of
the online English course?

•

RQ2. How do the stories of Syrian female refugees convey how they negotiate their
identities as language learners as they learn English through the online course?

•

RQ3. What do the stories of Syrian female refugees reveal about their experiences using
English in their lives while taking the online English course?
Through Research Question 1 (RQ1), I wanted to explore how Syrian female refugees

regard learning English online in general. By teaching them English online, I was interested in
investigating their perceptions firsthand by observing how they reacted to different incidents and
issues that arouse. I was particularly interested in gathering information about the online English
course to increase awareness of how it can serve their needs. To gain a better understanding, I
observed how the participants interacted during the online sessions. This included voice and text
chats. I also considered what they shared in their journals as those are likely to include inspiring
reflections. I anticipated that their reflections will reveal moments of frustration and others of
accomplishment. I relied on my observations and the journal writings to inquire further about the
the participants’ perceptions during the interviews.
With regards to Research Question 2 (RQ2), I strove to explore how learning English
impacts their identities. By observing the online sessions, I understood what kind of learners they
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are. However, I reached a better understanding by probing further during interviews and through
stories they shared in their journals concerning how they felt about the online sessions and how
they conducted themselves.
Research Question 3 (RQ3) is also related to the previous two research questions. It
inquires about the use of English and its impact on the lives of Syrian female refugees but away
from the online classroom. Here, I wanted to explore a “broader view” and find out if learning
English has allowed Syrian female refugees more access to the community and if yes, in what
ways. I achieved this by reading their journals and inquiring some more during the interviews,
particularly towards the end of the research to see if exposure to English has provided them with
opportunities to communicate with the community at large.
Research Design
I employed a narrative inquiry design because it allowed me to pay attention to details
and intricacies of the human experience (Schaafsma & Vinz, 2011). Drawing on Clandinin and
Connelly (2000), narrative inquiry enabled me to investigate Syrian female refugees’ experiences
through “collaboration between researcher and participants, over time, in a place or series of
places, and in social interaction with milieus” (p. 20).
According to Chase (2011):
Narrative theorists define narrative as a distinct form of discourse: as meaning making
through the shaping or ordering of experience, a way of understanding one’s own or
others’ actions, of organizing events and objects into a meaningful whole, of connecting
and seeing the consequences of actions and events over time. (p. 421)
Chase’s definition clearly relates to this research since employing a narrative strategy of
inquiry is a process that supported my investigation of how the experiences of Syrian female
refugees both online and offline affected their language learning and identity. Therefore, I
needed to remain open to different possibilities and interpretations by all participants, which is at
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the heart of narrative inquiry. To this end, I developed what is known as relational narrative
inquiry whereby the study participants and I strove to learn and grow (Connelly & Clandinin,
1990).
Turning to narrative enabled me to conduct a more comprehensive investigation of the
research questions and allowed me to more fully contextualize the stories of my participants
since this approach can “reveal what has remained unsaid, what has been unspeakable. It reveals
the importance of context, reflexivity, difference, and multiple identities and perspectives
(Schaafsma & Vinz, 2011, p. 1). Narrative inquiry allowed me a multifaceted perspective and a
better understanding of events by paying attention to different dimensions: who is involved,
where the events take place, and when they take place (Barkhuizen, 2016). It is also a reflexive
process whereby the participants and researcher reflect on their experiences and try to make
sense of what happened. Narrative inquirers consider experience in a circular way whereby past,
present, and future are linked and they also pay attention to an individual’s interaction with his or
her surroundings and situation, including the researcher (Kim, 2016).
Employing narrative inquiry in this study assisted me to understand the intricate details of
the interactions Syrian female refugees encountered in their lives. It portrayed life through
narrative stories told by Syrian female refugees about things that happened at a certain place and
at a certain time (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). In addition, context was essential to make sense
of any event, person, or action. This is in line with the concept of identity whereby context
determines how people’s identities are affected (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Such details
allowed for exploration of how the Syrian female refugees’ identities were constructed in a
certain way and the effect language learning had on them and their reasons for investing or not
investing in the language. The readers also constitute an important element of narrative
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(Avraamidou & Osborne, 2009) since they will need to interpret the narrative and make sense of
it.
Several researchers explained that when they engage in narrative inquiry, they shed light
on the learners’ experiences to effect change in education (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; Kim,
2010b; Munro, 1998). This is particularly important with respect to refugees who are likely to
face multiple problems in their transition to a new country, new surroundings, and a new
educational system. Through narrative inquiry, I wished to explore the experiences of Syrian
female refugees and understand what is happening to them, which would allow me to recognize
what needs to be reshaped to make their experiences more fruitful and to encourage them to
engage in conversations and become active members in the new society.
Constructing Narratives for Inquiry
Narrative inquiry as a research design requires following certain techniques (Connelly &
Clandinin, 2006). These include invoking one’s imagination to envision all the details about the
research or as Connelly and Clandinin explained, “plan to be self-consciously aware of
everything happening within that space” (p. 481). A second standard is ‘telling’ and ‘living’;
telling involves a description of the past and that takes place through interviews, journals,
fieldnotes, artifacts etc. As for living, it refers to living in the present and observing. Finally,
narrative inquirers need to strike a balance in relation to temporality (narrating while paying
attention to the past, present, and maybe future), sociality (paying attention to the participant’s
and/or inquirer’s personal and social conditions), and place. One last standard refers to the
investment of the inquirer in the research.
Kim (2016) perceived research design as being analogous to building a house. She began
her research by envisioning what she wanted her house/research to be like, thus, giving it a
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research context, a theoretical perspective, a setting, and other details. In her comparison, Kim
attended to each detail before she conceived her house as established or in other words, her
research as complete. She stressed being attentive to aesthetic play when designing narrative
research and adopted Macintyre Latta’s (2013) ideas of aesthetic play emphasizing the need to
interact with research ideas in both a playful and serious manner, being flexible and open to
allow for anticipation while not enforcing prejudged beliefs on the research, but rather letting it
present itself as it really is. Thus. what Connelly and Clandinin (2006) and Kim (2016) stressed
is attending to every aspect of the research including the surroundings and the past while
allowing it to have its own voice.
Narrative inquiry like any act of storytelling must have certain elements that are deemed
essential components in a good story (Norton, 2013). Norton refered to the characters who are
the people interacting with one another and mentioned that their interactions happen “across time
and space” (p. 45). These are important elements of any story since the audience needs to
understand what is happening, who is involved, when and where the action is taking place. Such
details allow for a clear understanding of how people construct their identities and enables the
readers to assign meaning to relate the study to their own context.
Norton (2000) provided an example of excellent narrative through her study of five
immigrant women and their journey learning English in Canada and the impact that had on their
identity construction. Norton’s work is a clear embodiment of how narrative can inform about
people’s learning experiences and identity construction. She takes the audience on a journey with
“Felicia” to comprehend how her language experiences affected her identity. Throughout her
work, Norton explained “Felicia’s” frustration with her new life in Canada and how her poor
English skills led her to withdraw.
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Storytelling allowed Norton (2000) to portray how “Felicia” wanted to avoid being
labeled an immigrant at all costs, even if that led to her alienation and hindered her from
improving her English. Norton described “Felicia’s” life back in Peru and provided a detailed
account of the context “Felicia” was in and vividly presented “Felicia’s” current experiences and
interactions with different people in her community and at work to show how they affected her
identity.
Stories reflect people’s lives and convey their experiences. However, they are not solely
about the storytellers, but extend to involve those included in the events or as Pavlenko (2007)
stated:
They are co-constructed for us and with us by our interlocutors, real or imagined, by the
time and place in history in which the events portrayed have taken place and the time and
place in which they are told, by the language we choose for the telling, and by the
cultural conventions of the speech community in which the narrative is located. (p. 180)
Accordingly, adopting narratives in this research served not only to explain how the
participants constructed their identities, but also the situations surrounding their identity
construction and language-learning experience.
Considerations Prior to Teaching
For this research, I taught general English online to reach Syrian female refugees in
different areas, which gave them the opportunity to learn English regardless of any family or
transportation issues they had. This research was largely dependent on access to laptops and the
internet, thus I had to exclude people who did not have access to both. Knowing that not many
refugees may have laptops caused me to reach out to different organizations who generously
donated a few.
Prior to teaching, I trained the participants on the online language platform (MyTime
English), which they needed to access the materials and the online meeting platform (Google
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Meet), which we used to hold our online sessions. This introduced them to what the online
English course would be like, assisted them to understand how to navigate both platforms, and
helped them decide if they wanted to join or not.
I opened the training to any Syrian female refugee who wished to join. I was teaching
some Syrian female refugees in a face-to-face setting. Thus, the organization where I was
working, and the students announced the online English course to people they knew. This came
at a time when the organization was planning to stop the face-to-face classes for those who had
children in daycare. I waited until my physical course was over before I started the training to
ensure that my students were not coerced into participating in the online English course.
To confirm that the participants were ready to learn online and met my inclusion criteria,
I conducted an online learning readiness survey. Teaching online requires extra consideration
since this type of pedagogy employs new methods of teaching that may cause anxiety for
students (Huba & Freed, 2000). Syrians are not used to online learning because there is only one
private university in Syria that offers online education. The ubiquity of technology might lead us
to believe that all people are tech savvy. With regards to Syrian female refugees, I expected they
might have problems navigating the website and understanding what they needed to do to log in
and join an online session. I also anticipated that they would have issues typing, sending emails,
and communicating through the platform. Thus, the online readiness survey helped me decide
where the participants stood and whether I needed to exclude them from this study.
I administered what is known as Online Language Readiness Survey (OLRS). It was
developed and tested by Hung et al., (2010) to investigate the readiness of college students in
Taiwan for language learning. The OLRS has several items pertaining to different aspects of
online learning, which help identify any potential problems (Table 1). The scale consists of five
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dimensions: self-directed learning, motivation for learning, learner control, computer and
internet self-efficacy, and online communication self-efficacy. Each dimension includes several
items to enable better assessment of it.
The participants needed to indicate how they felt regarding each statement on a scale
from 1 to 5 where 1 is strongly disagree and 5 is strongly agree.

Table 1
Online Learning Readiness Scale (OLRS)
Statement
1
2
3
4
Computer/Internet self-efficacy
1. I feel confident in performing the basic functions of Microsoft Office
programs (MS Word, MS Excel, and MS PowerPoint).
2. I feel confident in my knowledge and skills of how to manage software
for online learning.
3. I feel confident in using the Internet (Google, Yahoo) to find or gather
information for online learning.
Self-directed learning
4. I carry out my own study plan.
5. I seek assistance when facing learning problems.
6. I manage time well.
7. I set up my learning goals.
8. I have higher expectations for my learning performance.
Learner control (in an online context)
9. I can direct my own learning progress.
10. I am not distracted by other online activities when learning online
(instant messages, internet surfing).
11. I repeated the online instructional materials on the basis of my needs.
Motivation for learning (in an online context)
12. I am open to new ideas.
13. I have motivation to learn.
14. I improve from my mistakes.
15. I like to share my ideas with others.
Online communication self-efficacy
16. I feel confident in using online tools (email, discussion) to effectively
communicate with others.
17. I feel confident in expressing myself (emotions and humor) through
text.
18. I feel confident in posting questions in online discussions.
Source. Hung et al., 2010
Note. 1 = Strongly Disagree; 2 = Disagree; 3 = Neither agree nor disagree; 4 = Agree; 5 = Strongly Agree
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I translated the OLRS into Arabic. To make sure that the translation is accurate and
matches the English version, I asked two bilinguals (native speakers of both languages) to
translate the scale and then compared both versions. I printed the translated scale and distributed
it to the participants. I collected the data and ran an SPSS calculation. I decided that those
participants whose overall mean would be three or more on the 5-point Likert scale would join
the online English course. Using SPSS, I converted the items into dimensions to obtain the mean
score.
Results showed that the mean score for the computer/internet self-efficacy ranged from 3
to 5 with a standard deviation of 0.62. As for self-directed learning, the mean score ranged from
4 to 5 with a standard deviation of 0.37. The mean score for the third dimension, learner control
(in an online context), ranged from 2.33 to 5 with a standard deviation of 0.80. The mean score
for motivation for learning (in an online context) ranged from 4 to 5 with a standard deviation of
0.38. Finally, the mean score for the last dimension, online communication self-efficacy, ranged
from 2 to 5 with a standard deviation of 1.02 (Table 2).

Table 2
Students’ Average Scores for the Different Dimensions and the Overall Mean
Mean
Dimension
S1
S2
S3
S4
S5
S6
S7
S8
S9
SD
CISE
4.00
3.33
3.33
3.33
4.33
3.67
5.00
3.00
3.67 0.62
SDL
4.20
4.20
4.00
4.60
4.80
4.80
5.00
4.40
5.00 0.37
LC
3.67
4.33
2.33
4.33
4.67
4.67
5.00
4.33
4.67 0.80
MfL
4.75
4.25
4.75
5.00
5.00
5.00
5.00
4.00
5.00 0.38
OCSE
3.67
4.00
2.00
3.00
4.00
4.67
5.00
3.00
5.00 1.02
Overall Mean
4.11
4.06
3.44
4.17
4.61
4.61
5.00
3.83
4.72 0.49
Notes. N = 9; CISE: Computer/Internet Self-Efficacy; SDL: Self-Directed Learning; LC: Learner Control (in an
online context); MfL: Motivation for Learning (in an online context); OCSE: Online Communication Self-Efficacy.

I then calculated the overall mean for each student. Results showed that the overall mean
ranged from 3.44 to 5 on a 5-point Likert scale. This indicates that the participants showed a
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higher than average readiness to learn online; this result assured me that they were confident and
ready to study English online.
Online Language-Learning Context
As a language teacher of 22 years, most of those spent teaching English online, I am
cognizant of the importance of using materials that are well-organized and addressing students’
learning styles and learning needs. This is particularly important in the case of Syrian female
refugees, who through learning English can become exposed to issues that are relevant to their
current lifestyle, which in turn may help them undergo a smoother transition. To create this
online learning opportunity for the participants, I contacted Cengage, a well-renowned
educational organization, who granted me free access to their OLL platform, MyTime English,
which can be accessed at http://myelt.heinle.com
In this research I was focusing on the experiences of Syrian female refugees learning
English online and their stories. Thus, I was not interested in validating the materials but rather
in how the participants responded to them and to the idea of studying in an online setting instead
of a physical classroom, which was the norm for them. However, and despite my disinterest in
validating the Cenagge materials, I still resorted to two professional people in the field of
language teaching to have them validate the materials and share what they thought about them in
terms of their appropriateness to the research at hand. I asked these two professors because of
their vast experience teaching English in the U.S. and internationally and because of their
knowledge about online language learning. Below is a short bio about both assessors.
Assessor A is a PhD holder in TESOL. She taught students in both K-12 settings and
college levels. She had also written an ESL curriculum that was specifically designed for
students with interrupted formal education. Furthermore, she has twenty years of teaching
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experience in face-to-face and online mediums. Assessor B has a PhD in Second Language
Acqisition and Instructional Technology. She taught in school and college settings. She also
taught undergraduate and graduate TESOL courses to pre-service and in-service teachers, which
included Educational Technology. She also created her online materials and used a combination
of online platforms to deliver her classes. To read the reports, see Appendices D and E
respectively.
Training and Introduction to the Online Language-Learning Platform
I anticipated that navigating the OLL platform might be an issue at the beginning. I
overcame this problem through an introductory session whereby I introduced the participants to
the website, showed them where to go, what tools they have, and how they could use the
website. Figure 3 shows a screenshot from MyTime English. The different topics are divided into
units, each provides practice in all 4 skills in addition to exercises in grammar and vocabulary. I
explained to the participants that all they needed to do was click on the word “Go” to access the
part they wished to work on. On each page, there are navigation tools to continue and move
either forward or backward.

Figure 3. Screenshot From MyTime English
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As I was interested in the participants’ experiences, I did not need to administer a
language placement test. However, I still had participants take an online English language
placement test. Since the participants oftentimes chose answers haphazardly, the test did not give
me a truthful assessment of their language skills. However, it provided participants an early taste
of the online platform, an important consideration here prior to beginning the online course in
earnest. I wanted this to help them decide if they were interested in joining or not.
I also gave a short paper-based quiz that included one to two questions from each of the
units I planned to teach. Once again, this was not intended to tell me how much participants
knew but to let me know how they felt about the experience. I gave the same paper quiz before
and after the online course so that I could determine participants’ perceptions about themselves
as language learners and whether those perceptions were amenable to change.
MyTime English is a self-paced online English program, which means that learners can
study English on their own and at their own pace. It consists of four-level skills General English
program that correspond to the Common European Framework (CEF) (Table 3).

Table 3
Common European Framework (CEF) Approximate Correlation to Levels in MyTime English
My English Level
Global CEF Level
Level 1
A1-A2
Level 2
B1
Level 3
B2
Level 4
C1
Source. MyTime English information sheet, n.d.

NGL ELT Level
Beginning – High Beginning
Low Intermediate
Intermediate-High Intermediate
High Intermediate

MyTime English has several features that supported the participants during the course.
To begin with, it has a user-friendly website and provides technical support to its users, which
made this an easy experience for all those involved. Each level requires between 30-60 hours for
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completion and abounds with flashcards and activities such as fill-in-the-blank, quiz-games,
voice-recognition activities. In addition, presentations and activities make use of illustrations,
audio, and video.
Given that this is a self-paced program, learners are provided with feedback since all their
work is graded and recorded in a gradebook. Learners can also review their work and re-take
activities. An important feature of MyTime English is the integrated quizzes that come at the end
of the units. These are necessary as part of any language learning classroom for both learners and
teacher since they can draw attention to any gaps in the learning (Shepard, 2000).
Each level consists of 15 units that provide learners with practice in all skills (reading,
speaking, listening, and writing). There are between 8-10 lessons per unit depending on the level.
Learners receive practice speaking through auto-graded speaking exercises that make use of
speech recognition technology.
Because I was interested in collecting stories about Syrian female refugees learning
English online, I did not need to ensure that the participants have reached a certain level in
English or completed a specific number of units. I wanted to provide the participants with an
opportunity to use English online with me and other participants without feeling pressured. To
this end, I taught them English for a period of 8 weeks. The participants and I met online three
times a week. Each session lasted two hours, which totaled 48 hours of instruction. Thus, 8
weeks gave me sufficient time to know the participants and help them learn some of the
fundamentals in the English language.
The Course Outline
Given that I was not trying to teach a certain number of units but interested in helping the
participants study English online while investigating their experiences and sharing stories, I did
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not feel obliged to complete an entire level but went through the materials and covered what we
could. Thus, we covered the first 13 units from level 1, which are presented in the course outline
(Table 4).
The Components of the Online English Course
The online English course consisted of three parts: individual learning, synchronous and
asynchronous learning.
Individual Learning
Cengage graciously agreed to provide complimentary access codes prior to teaching.
Thus, each participant received a private access code for up to a year. Having access to MyTime
English meant that the participants could work on the different units at their own pace. Prior to
joining the online sessions, the participants needed to go through each unit and work on the
different exercises. Many of the exercises were self-explanatory and the students could complete
them without any help. For example, when introduced to new vocabulary, students first see a
picture and listen to how a word is pronounced (Figure 4). In a later exercise, they would yet be
exposed to the same vocabulary to solidify the information but in a new format such as matching
the words to the pictures (Figure 5).
Synchronous Learning
As with any language class, some of the students were stronger at certain skills than
others and could work faster on different exercises. However, as the unit progressed, the
exercises became more difficult. Thus, the students required help with those activities they found
more demanding. This is where the role of the online sessions (or I should say my role) came in.
Our online meetings were dedicated to discussing challenging points and examining parts the
students had difficulties with.
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Table 4
Course Outline for Level 1
Unit

Learning Goals

Vocabulary

1- Hello

• Introduce yourself
• Give personal
information

2- The
Classroom

• Describe a
• Classroom
classroom
objects
• Understand
classroom directions
• Describe your
• Family
family
members
• Adjectives
to describe
people

• Articles: A/An
• Singular and plural nouns
• There is/There are

4- At Home

• Identify rooms and
furniture
• Describe locations

5- I’m talking on
the Phone

• Describe actions
• Talk on the phone

• Rooms
• Furniture
and
appliances
• Actions

• Prepositions of location
• Where questions with Be
• Yes/No questions and answers
with Be
• Present continuous tense:
Statements, Yes/No questions

6- My City

• Describe a city

• Or questions
• Because
• Adjectives

7- Downtown

• Describe locations
• Understand and
give directions

• Adjectives
to describe
places
• Locations
• Weather
• Stores
• Places
downtown

8- Money

• State amounts
• Ask for and give
prices
• Give instructions

• Coins and
bills

• Questions with How much

3- The Family

• Numbers
• Countries

Grammar
• Present tense of Be: Statements,
questions

• Questions with How old
• Yes/No questions with Be

• Prepositions of location

Listening and
Pronunciation
• My classmates
(description)
• Pronunciation:
Contractions
• The Classroom
(description)
• Pronunciation: Plural
nouns
• Talking about
Families
(conversations)
• Pronunciation:
Statements and
questions
• A Messy Bedroom
(conversation)

Reading and
Video
Writing
• English Around the • Interviews:
World
Introductions

Explore (Reading,
Listening, Video)
• Columbus and the New
Word

• Letter from a
Teacher

• Interviews:
Things at
Home

• The Story of the Hula

• Three Families

• Interviews: My • Happy Elephants
Family

• Department Store
Ad

• Interviews:
Where I Live

• Activities at Home
(phone conversation)
• Pronunciation:
Contractions
• Sydney, Australia
(description)
• Pronunciation: Or
questions

• Cell Phones

• Skit: How Do I • Arctic Whale Danger!
Get There?

• Seattle,
Washington
• Writing sentences

• Interviews:
The Weather
Where I’m
From

• The Lost City of Machu
Picchu

• What are People
Doing?
(conversations)
• Downtown
(description)
• Pronunciation:
Checking information
• I Need a Desk
(conversation)
• Pronunciation: Saying
prices

• Saturday Mornings
Downtown

• Interviews:
The Town
Where I Live

• Puffin Rescue
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• My Favorite Store • Skit: Can I
Help You?
• Using capital letters

• Don’t Believe Your
Eyes!

• The Future of a Village

Table 4 Continued
Unit

Learning Goals

9- Transportation

• Describe kinds of
transportation

10- Clothing and
Weather

• Describe clothing
• Describe weather
and seasons

11- Daily Life

• Describe everyday
routines
• Say the time

12- Food

• Identify foods
• Order food at a
restaurant
• Talk about food
from different
countries

Vocabulary

Grammar

Listening and
Pronunciation
• Kinds of
• Present continuous tense:
• The Train Station
transcription
Statements and Yes/No questions
(description,
(review)
conversations)
• Other things
• Wh-questions with present
found on a
street
continuous
(passenger,
sidewalk,
etc.)
• Clothing
• Present continuous tense
• The Clothing Store
(review)
(description)
• Colors
• Questions with How much
• Sizes
(review)
• Weather
• Seasons
• Everyday
• Prepositions of time
• A Daily Routine
activities
(description)
• Simple present tense: Statements
• Time
• Pronunciation: Final s
in third person present
tense verbs
• Foods
• Simple present tense: Statements • Ordering in a
(review)
Restaurant
• Breakfast,
(conversations)
• Adverbs of frequency
lunch,
dinner
• Drinks
• Dessert
• Fruit
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Reading and
Writing
• Traveling by
Bicycle
• Editing for
capitalization and
spelling

Video

Explore (Reading,
Listening, Video)
• Giant’s Causeway

• Skit: Do You
Live Around
Here?

• Spring in Sapporo
• Editing for
capitalization

• Interviews:
Clothing and
Fashion

• Alaskan Ice Climbing

• Strategies for
Learning English

• Interviews
Schedules and
Routines

• Life on the Orinoco

• Celebrating the
Fourth of July
• Using commas

• Interviews:
Breakfast,
Lunch and
Dinner

• Monkey Party

Figure 4. Sample Exercise That Students Completed on Their Own

Figure 5. Another Sample Exercise That Students Completed on Their Own

To hold online sessions, I used Google Meet. Through this platform, I shared my desktop
with the participants whereby I could display any part of MyTime English the participants
wanted to discuss and study with me. Google Meet enabled me to hold voice conversations and
keyboard chats simultaneously. Google Meet also has a video feature. I always had my camera
on because I wanted the participants to see me, which helped break the ice between us and made
them feel more comfortable. In addition, it allowed participants to comprehend better since they
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had access to paralinguistic features: facial expressions, gestures, and body movement (Harmer,
2001). Furthermore, it enabled me to limit using Arabic unnecessarily. For example, when I
wanted to explain the difference between ‘coin’ and ‘note’, I did not want to use Arabic, so I
held both up in front of the camera. Given the students limited English knowledge, I needed to
use Arabic frequently to build rapport, avoid dissatisfaction and confusion, and keep them
motivated. However, I only resorted to that when a picture or object were unavailable or when an
explanation in English did not prove satisfactory.
Figure 6 shows a screenshot of one of the online sessions. I usually divided my desktop
screen into 2 parts. On the right-hand side, I had the Google Meet platform where I could send
the students text chats. On the left-hand side, I had MyTime English materials that we needed to
discuss. When the students required further explanation, I would open a word document and type
while explaining as in Figure 7.

Figure 6. A Screenshot of One of the Online Sessions
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Figure 7. A screenshot of Another Online Session

Asynchronous Learning
The students used WhatsApp to communicate with me. When they came across
something that confused them, they would take a picture and send it to me asking for
clarification. During one of the online sessions, we discussed verb ‘be’ and talked about its use
with the different pronouns. In a later unit, one of the students was confused when she used ‘am’
after the pronoun ‘I’ but her answer was marked incorrect. Therefore, she sent asking me for an
explanation (Figure 8).

Figure 8. Sample Question From a Student
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The students also used WhatsApp to offer help at times and provide support. When I first
assigned a quiz, some students did not know where to find the link, thus, they sent pictures to
help each other locate it. Finally, the students sent me their journal writing via WhatsApp.
The Participants
I recruited participants for this study through purposeful sampling (Johnson &
Christensen, 2008; Patton, 2015) based on the following criteria:
1. They are females.
2. They are Syrians.
3. They are recognized as refugees by people/organizations involved with refugees across
the United States.
4. They are literate in their first language. This is important to ensure they can develop their
ideas, and actively engage in all skills, particularly writing since they will be required to
keep a journal.
5. They have basic knowledge in English.
6. They have access and basic competency with computers and the internet.
7. They have moved to the United States within the past two to three years.
8. They will be able to attend the live online sessions.
9. They are not registered in another English course at the time of study.
The nine Syrian female refugees who joined the online English course met the above
criteria. However, I chose 2 key participants to focus on. In addition to the online course criteria
mentioned earlier, those key participants had to additionally meet the following criteria:
1. Complete the online English course
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2. Attend at least 19 out of the 24 online sessions, which is approximately 80% of the online
course.
3. Submit at least 1 journal writing for each week of the study.
4. Be available for at least 2 of the interviews
Although both participants showed a high level of motivation, they communicated
differently with me and their classmates. In addition, they exhibited a different level of
contribution, which necessitated that I investigate the stories behind such actions to better
understand how the online English course can serve their needs and help them learn English
while also exploring how learning English online impacted their identity.
Syrian female refugees are underrepresented, thus, there is need for rich information that
yields insight into the inquiry under investigation. This is essential given the number of key
participants since as Morse (2010) clearly stated, “It is necessary to locate excellent participants
to obtain excellent data” (p. 231).
The interviews, online observations and video recordings, and journal writings allowed
me to know the participants well and based on my knowledge of their stories and learning
challenges, I chose two key participants based on their interactions and rich stories, which are
different, yet might reflect similarities with those of other female refugees. I met the participants
face-to-face in their own houses to motivate them and understand what their needs are. As part of
recruiting, I explained to the participants that they needed to sign a consent form agreeing to take
part in the research, but that they had the freedom to withdraw from the research at any point
during the course and the study. I also assured them that any information they shared with me
will remain confidential. This research lasted 8 weeks during which all the participants continued
the course, except for one who was not available for the final interview.
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Data Sources
I used different data collection methods to address the research questions: interviews,
observations of the online interactions and video recordings, and participant journals. I also used
data from my reflection journal. This placed emphasis on the importance of adopting an iterative
approach since the methods assisted each other and the data in general (Ravitch & Carl, 2016).
The first step I took was think narrative, that is remember that I am employing telling and
living as my points of departure (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006). Narrative thinking involves
relating past to present and thinking about what should be achieved for the future. In this sense,
narrative inquirers organize experiences depending on their understanding, memory, and
imagination (Kim, 2016). My point of departure was to ask the participants to write a reflection
about the following: describe your experiences as an English language learner. What experiences
did you have studying and using English prior to moving to the United States? Describe your
experiences studying and using English in the United States. This reflection made me aware of
their previous experiences learning English and their beliefs about their life in the United States
prior to the online English language course, which was important to allow me to comprehend
how they changed and developed as the study evolved.
Interviews
Interviewing constituted a critical part of data collection since it allowed me to probe to
understand what remained unclear through other data collection methods. I conducted in-depth
semi-structured interviews, which are commonly conducted in narrative inquiry (Bell, 2009;
Riessman, 2008) whereby I no longer assumed the role of someone who asked questions only.
According to Riessman, both listener and speaker co-construct the accounts and in doing so, they
follow the rules of conversation, such as turn-taking and giving the floor. In the interviews, I
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became a facilitator who tried to learn about details and was not satisfied with general answers.
Engaging in narrative inquiry stems from the researcher’s desire to learn about people, actions,
events, and situations. Producing texts for inquiry is not an easy process, but rather an important
step because “the researcher does not find narratives but instead participates in their creation”
(Riessman, p. 21).
Being a good listener involved providing interviewees with time to speak with minimal
interruption. I wanted my participants to freely talk about themselves and their experiences and
such conversations usually come after deep reflections. To this end, I only interrupted to ask for
clarifications. Adopting such a strategy allowed their narratives to flow (Earthy & Cronin, 2008).
Narayan and George (2012) stressed the importance of flexibility as the researcher
experiences some unexpected turn of events. Riessman (2012) recommended researchers be open
to such moments since “What may appear at the time to be an unrelated response can become
important analytically, telling us a great deal about our interviewing practices and participants’
preferred topics” (p. 376).
Interviews in narrative serve as a guide that the researcher can follow to understand the
narrator’s story. Spradley (1979) adopted a modest approach to narrative interviewing whereby
he tried to tell the narrator:
I want to understand the world from your point of view. I want to know what you know
in the way you know it. I want to understand the meaning of your experience, to walk in
your shoes, to feel things as you feel them, to explain things as you explain them. Will
you become my teacher and help me understand? (p. 34)
Considering that narratives involve in-depth interviewing, this may lead to some
emotional moments, which I needed to delicately deal with and be attentive to. Andrews (2007)
described interviewing as a difficult process whereby the listener becomes engaged and exposed.
Several times during the interviews, some of the participants became emotional. I had to stop the
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interview and reassure them that they did not have to share things they were not comfortable
talking about. I also checked if they wished to continue at all. I was supportive of them and tried
to build rapport with them by listening to them and helping them. This is in tandem with
Wolgemuth et al. (2015) whereby they discussed the importance of being flexible and attentive
to the participants’ needs and not adhering to a strict interview guide.
The interviews took place face-to-face. I met the participants in different places, which
they chose. Most of them asked me to go to their house because they had children and I complied
because I wanted them to feel comfortable and wanted them to be in their comfort zone. Most of
the interviews lasted between 45-60 minutes. Prior to each interview, I did not have a complete
interview protocol as I was expecting most of my questions to evolve from their own reflections
and from the stories they shared.
The first interview used the reflection paper as a starting point. It provided me with some
background information about the participants and their experiences learning English in the past
and maybe in the United States. The stories helped me understand how the participants felt about
themselves, how they felt about learning English, what their expectations were, and what they
wished to do in the future.
The second round of interviews took place halfway during the online course. For this
interview, I depended on both their reflections from the journals as well as the online
observations and video recordings. I asked them to comment on their reflections and expand on
ideas that required more clarification. The online observations allowed me to examine how the
participants interacted with each other and how they responded to certain discussions and
comments, which I further inquired about. At this point during the course, the participants had
already formed an idea about the online English course. Thus, I asked them to share stories about
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MyTime English. For example, I asked them to comment on the following: please tell me about
your experience studying English online using MyTime English. What do you like/dislike about
MyTime English? How do you feel about communicating online with your peers?
The last interview took place at the end of the course. This allowed me to reflect on the
participants’ entire online language-learning journey and any changes in their identities. In these
interviews, I needed to delve into the narrators’ experiences to clearly comprehend what was
happening and how they felt. Once again, I relied on my online observations and the journals as
starting points for the interviews and allowed the participants’ stories to evolve. I inquired about
things they mentioned in the previous interviews and asked follow-up questions to detect any
changes.
Online Observations and Video Recordings
I observed how the participants reacted and conducted themselves during the online
sessions. I recorded the online sessions, so I had access to the conversations, which acted as data.
Observations helped further provide information about the online classroom environment: who
remained silent and who spoke up, how the participants interacted, and how they behaved and
communicated during various activities. Hence, I placed importance on observations to help me
think narratively (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006). All things considered, observations should
provide insight into what the participants think about their experience learning English and how
that is affecting them. In fact, several incidents that took place during the online sessions sparked
stories when brought up during the interviews. Having the video recordings further allowed me
to go back to such incidents for more details that I missed to take note of (Lemke, 2007).
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Participant Journals
I asked the participants to keep journals where they could write their reflections about the
online learning experience and events from their everyday life. I also directed them to write
about anything related to their language-learning experience, how they felt about themselves
when they spoke English both outside and inside the classroom. To this end, I sent the
participants prompts twice a week and requested that they share their journal writing. I also
encouraged the participants to write everyday in response to the following prompts: please
reflect on your online English course. Write how you feel about the online English course and
what happens during the online session. Please include moments when you use English in your
daily life. Describe what happened? How do you feel when you use English?
The journals had to be in Arabic since the participants needed to express themselves and
give details. Unlike traditional journals, writings in this research took place online. I knew that
typing on the computer could discourage the participants since the keyboard is in English, so I
asked them to write using their mobiles and they sent their writing via WhatsApp, which is a free
messaging application. I chose WhatsApp because it is commonly used by Syrians to make
phone calls and send text messages and they were familiar with it.
Having access to the participants’ journals at least twice a week provided me with more
data and allowed me to understand their feelings and experiences. Their journal writing also
helped me craft my interview questions and decide what I further needed to inquire about.
Moreover, they made me aware of things that the participants were not particularly happy with
and thus allowed me to accommodate the participants and ensure they were satisfied. Participant
journals constituted an important part of data collection. Having the participants send me their
writing informed me about who was invested in the online English course. I would revisit stories
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when interviewing to further discuss feelings, reactions, places, and past experiences. This is in
tandem with the idea of retelling a story whereby researcher and participants collaborate to
develop the story (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).
Participant journals have been used in different fields. They may be detailed or extremely
sketchy, but they have been reported to be a useful way of data collection (Richardson, 1994).
They are important because they offer opportunities for the participants to reflect at their leisure
and serve as record keeping of certain moments since the participants’ memories may dim with
the passage of time. In this sense, personal journals capture the moment. In addition, journals can
be used during interviews to aid participants in remembering certain details (Verbrugge, 1980).
Furthermore, Corti (1993) reported that when journals are used before interviews, they serve as a
good source of data collection. Moreover, they allow the participants to experience autonomy as
opposed to interviewing since they have total control over what they want to say and what they
wish to keep for themselves (Meth, 2003).
Keeping a journal poses many challenges (Hayman et al., 2012). One of the most
pressing challenges was encouraging participants to write in them. I repeatedly told the
participants that sharing their thoughts would allow me to help them better. They could have
evaded writing in their journals to avoid exposing themselves and elude vulnerability. However,
I assured them that whatever they shared with me would remain confidential and I believe they
began to feel better about it once we built rapport.
Researcher Journal
My own reflections were an important source of data. Throughout the research I wrote
about my feelings as I taught and communicated with the participants. I reflected on every online
session and noted things that happened and how I felt participants were interacting with each
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other and with me. I used my reflections to inquire about specific incidents during the interviews.
They also acted as a useful reflexive method and helped me adhere to ethics of research and
provide a credible account of the participants’ narratives. My reflections assisted me and helped
put things in perspective as in the incident when a misunderstanding took place between two of
the students. When the situation happened during the online session, I remained objective and
tried to show both students that there was a miunderstanding and that no one meant harm.
However, deep down inside me, I was not happy about how one of the students reacted and how
she embarrassed her friend. Later that day, I was reflecting on this incident and I realized I
should not have felt that way because the student who complained was shy and felt embarrassed.
Going back to my reflections later in the study allowed me to understand why the student
behaved the way she did.
Translation and Transcription
Having conducted the interviews in Arabic and collected participants’ journals in Arabic
required that I translate and transcribe those prior to beginning the analysis. I also needed to do
some translations of some of the conversations that took place during the online sessions. As far
as online sessions are concerned, I only translated key events, which I deemed necessary to
include in the narratives.
I translated all the data into English and transcribed, which increased my engagement
with the data and led to a more informed understanding of them. It also allowed me to develop a
wider perspective of all the events that the participants had been through and all the stories they
shared about their past, present, and future. However, to eliminate bias and ensure that others
agree on the translated data, I asked two people to check my translation and compare it with the
original text to verify its accuracy. Translator A is a native speaker of Arabic and English. This
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person received a diploma in Translation and Arabization and has done some simultaneous
translation. Translator B has a PhD in Comparative Literature and has many writings in Arabic
and English. She also taught Arabic in American universities. In addition, she has been working
as a translator for more than fifteen years.
Both translators confirmed that my translations were accurate. However, to keep
accuracy on check, I needed to pay attention to those terms and idioms deemed pertinent in the
Syrian culture. To resolve the problem, I and the translators discussed those instances and
decided that I would provide literal translations since those may have a more resounding effect
and that I would include the meaning in brackets to help readers understand the reference.
Data Analysis and Writing
In her analysis, Kim (2016) talked about the great amount of data researchers are
confronted with, which can be overwhelming. She adopted the term ‘flirtation’ from Phillips
(1994) to describe her approach to analysis. It refers to being serious and playful at the same
time. It is related to Freud’s idea of being detached from any previous knowledge and
questioning its validity. In this sense, Kim (2016) wanted researchers to approach any research
with a fresh mind.
There are various ways of analyzing narrative data, which Kim (2016) attributed to
differences in interpretation. She clearly explained that while analysis and interpretation are
related, they are different since analysis is objective as opposed to interpretation, which is
subjective. Chase (2003) called for moderation saying, “avoid being too descriptive on the one
hand and overinterpreting on the other hand. Do interpret what is being said and try to articulate
your reasons- give evidence- for your interpretations” (pp. 92-93).
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An avid reader myself, I deeply understand the power of narrative and how it can cause
identity development, move people into action and result in change (Daiute & Lightfoot, 2004).
In researching the experiences of Syrian female refugees studying English online and their
identity, I chose narrative analysis since as Rosenwald and Ochberg (1992) explained, “Personal
stories are not merely a way of telling someone (or oneself) about one’s life; they are the means
by which identities may be fashioned” (p. 1).
Narrative analysis is pertinent to this study since I am focusing on identity and lived
experiences. In fact, Daiute and Lightfoot (2004) perceived that narrative analysis is befitting
research that involves identity since it allows for a comprehensive understanding of one’s
experience. They also approved of its ability to present “unique insights into the range of
multiple, intersecting forces that order and illuminate relations between self and society” (p. xii).
In this study, experiences and identity are presented through the personal stories shared
by the Syrian female refugees (McAdams & McLean, 2013). Their stories about their past,
present, and prospects for the future allowed me to explore changes in their identity as language
learners. Stories have settings, people, and events, which impact how people view themselves
(McAdams, 1990). I focused on people that my participants repeatedly mentioned and paid
attention to events they stressed. This is essential since narrative identity comprises of all people
and events that lead to development in one’s identity over time (McAdams, 2018).
Writing the narratives involves analysis since I had to go through multiple rounds of
listening, reading, ordering, making connections, and including various perspectives. In talking
about narrative analysis, Moen (2006) clearly showed that it is a tiresome process that involves
numerous steps before the researcher can produce a final story or report, which does not mean
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the end of the research but rather acts as an invitation for readers to connect with it and
understand it from their own perspective (Ricoeur, 1981).
The challenges involved combining narratives from interviews, data from live sessions,
narratives from journal writings, knowledge of theories, my own teacher-researcher narratives to
restory the final narrative. Table 5 provides an account of how I collected data and analyzed the
research questions.

Table 5
Data Collection and Analysis
Research Question
1. What stories are Syrian female refugees willing
to share about their perceptions of the online
English course?
2. How do the stories of Syrian female refugees
convey how they negotiate their identities as
language learners as they learn English through
the online course?
3. What do the stories of Syrian female refugees
reveal about their experiences using English in
their lives while taking the online English course?

Data Collection

Data Analysis

-Interviews
-Journal entries
-Online observations

Narrative analysis

-Video recordings
-Researcher’s reflections

In investigating the participants’ experiences and identity, I needed a method that would
not dissect their life stories and render them into pieces, but rather keep them whole to allow the
reader to understand what happened to them and how they developed. This resulted in many
rounds of data reading and listening to understand the lived experiences of the participants
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000), which was later followed by the retelling of the story.
I needed a lens that would allow for a comprehensive view of the participants’ lives and
experiences; hence, Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) approach, which is based on Dewey’s
philosophy. This approach pays attention to both the personal and social factors and is known as
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the three-dimensional space approach. It focuses on three main features: interaction, continuity,
and situation, which are described below.
a. Interaction: During analysis, the researcher looks at the personal experiences of the
storyteller as well as any relations they have with other individuals.
b. Continuity: When analyzing, the researcher pays attention to continuity, thus, there is a
need to focus on past and present incidents and their implications for the future.
c. Situation: When analyzing, the researcher needs to pay attention to places where the
stories happen.
Furthermore, since narrative emanates from diverse disciplines, there is no one unifying
method of analyzing or interpreting stories (Riessman, 1993). Taking all these aspects into
consideration requires much reading and rereading and going back to the data multiple times to
make sense of them while considering inward and outward affecting elements (Clandinin &
Connelly, 2000).
In restorying, I tried to make sense of the different events while paying attention to many
elements and restoried accounts based on my understanding of the entire narrative. Interwoven in
the participants’ stories are my own stories. In collaborating with the participants and discussing
things that happened to them, I gained insight into myself as a language learner and a teacher. I
tried to follow a chronological order in telling the stories but at times had to flashback to events
that impacted others. Thus, the narrative is not very structured but again this is common in the
three-dimensional space approach (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).
Validity and Ethical Considerations
Learning does not happen passively, which emphasizes my role as a teacher-researcher
whose interactions can influence the participants and thus lead to co-construction and production
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of data, rather than collecting it (Roulston, 2014). To ensure rigor and trustworthiness, I needed
to take several measures, which I will discuss in detail.
Being a teacher-researcher in this study might insinuate that there could be a conflict of
interest. This role was unavoidable due to the sensitive nature of the study. The iterative process
of analysis followed in this research demanded much collaboration between me and the
participants; thus, it was not possible to have a third person do the interviews since that person
would lack much of the necessary information. Collaboration and meaning making required the
interviewer’s knowledge of all aspects of teaching, being present during the online sessions,
having theoretical knowledge, and being aware of the data shared in the journal writing. Given
this, it meant that the interviewer had to be conducting the research with me and not only doing
the interviews because that individual would not have been able to effectively collaborate with
the participants to share the stories.
A second major reason for not assigning the task of interviewing to a third person is
related to the culture of the participants and the fact that they would not open up and share their
inner thoughts and private life with someone whom they do not know well or feel attached to.
Throughout the online course, I built a close relationship with the participants, which encouraged
them to open to me and share details that people in this culture would only share with those close
to them and whom they trust. In fact, in the Arab world, sharing family secrets and emotions and
asking a non-family member for help are all intolerable acts, which are looked at with disdain
(Al- Darmaki & Sayed, 2009; Kobeisy, 2004).
Syrians adhere to the culture code of not sharing personal matters with strangers.
However, things intensified after the beginning of the Syrian crisis as trust issues began to
emerge. According to Plackett (2017), a survey by Lebanese and Syrian resarchers reported that
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only 26.7% Syrians trust each other compared to 64.8% prior to the conflict. There are several
reasons for that given the political situation and the fact that people belong to different parties,
not to mention the killings and the spread of violence.
Lieblich (1996) touched upon this issue of conflict of interest in her research where she
played multiple roles and became deeply involved in the lives of the people she studied. Lieblich
was wondering if such a relationship was good or bad but she knew that the relationship she had
with her participants afforded her the stories she collected as she commented, “What started as a
research became a relationship … as I have asked my “subjects” to cooperate with me on deep
and meaningful levels, I have become indebted to them in many ways, more than I had ever
imagined” (pp. 172-173).
Lieblich (1996) acknowledged her involvement with the participants and acted as best
she could. She advised other researchers to think deeply prior to getting involved in such
situations: “I believe that a researcher who resents this entanglement should not start a narrative
research about people who belong to his or her own culture and society” (p. 184). It seems
inevitable that when doing research with one’s own people, there will ultimately be a sense of
involvement and the researcher should not fight that but try to deal with it in an ethical manner
and keep the participants’ best interest at heart.
I openly talked to my participants about this issue and how being their teacher and
interviewer could be considered a conflict of interest. Thus, one way to avoid this was to ask
them for help (Curzer & Santillanes, 2012). I repeatedly invited them to share any negative
comments they had letting them know that this would help me improve my teaching and my
research. I confirmed that I wanted their honest and true opinion because that would allow me
and others to better cater to their needs. One of the participants reacted to this invitation saying,
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“I hate to apple polish or befriend you to benefit from you.” She reassured me that she would tell
me what was on her mind if she did not like my explanation, “I don’t want to lie to myself. This
is my feeling” (Interview II, August 26, 2019).
Creating an environment where both the participants and the researcher feel at ease is
important (Moen, 2006). Moen placed emphasis on maintaining a close relationship and drawing
on multiple data sources since those lead to “trustworthy or reliable” narrative research (p. 64).
Thus, I refrained from following a fixed agenda and tried to be flexible and attentive to the
participants’ feelings (Wolgemuth et al., 2015). To achieve this, I adopted Munhall’s (1989)
process consent; that is, I was not satisfied with acquiring consents at the beginning of the
research. Instead, I repeatedly asked the participants for verbal consent prior to each interview
because those included many stories in which the participants were likely to expand on certain
ideas and divulge much of their thinking and feelings.
Maintaining confidentiality is essential and is at the heart of research. To this end, I
assured the participants that none of the information they share with me will be disclosed to
anyone. I also confirmed they will all remain anonymous by using pseudonyms so as not to
allow anyone to identify them. To further ensure anonymity, I changed some minor details that
do not affect the stories such as things that tell about time, place, and relationships.
In this research, I ensure rigor by providing details about the methods used and the
measures taken to conduct the study. This is in tandem with what Buus and Agdal (2013)
labelled “good” research whereby the researcher achieves transparency and is clear about how
their methods fit within their theoretical and methodological stance. I also provided thick
verbatim transcriptions of the participants’ talk, which explains their perspectives in their own
words. To ascertain the credibility of this research, I looked for negative evidence (Miles &
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Huberman, 1994); that is, I tried to look for information that contradicts my understanding of the
participants’ experiences. By checking data collected from various sources, I arrived at the same
undertsanding and did not find discrepancies in the information they shared, thereby confirming
the credibility of the narratives.
Furthermore, I maintained reflexivity. Throughout the research, I questioned my
knowledge and how I arrived at it, which to Hertz (1997) takes place by having, “an ongoing
conversation about experience while simultaneously living in the moment” (p. viii). To this end,
I logged my interpretations, understandings, and feelings after interviews, observations, and
journal readings and prior to attempting analysis. I reflected on the entire process: my
interactions and relationships with the participants and the unfolding of different events. Doing
this provided me with a better picture of my own perspective. It drew my attention to things I
needed to attend to prior to continuing the research. It also allowed me to reform my teaching
and create a rich learning experience for my students. Furthermore, it helped me become aware
of my positions in this study (Goodson & Sikes, 2001). Throughout the research, I needed to
deeply reflect on my own background, gender, culture, and experiences (Patnaik, 2013) and how
those can affect my perceptions and interpretations of the data.
I acknowledge that the analysis is my production and interpretation based on my
understanding of the theories and narratives, which according to Riessman (1993) is important to
account for the credibility of narrative analysis. This is because assuming responsibility for the
analysis means I am not claiming my analysis to be the only one, but rather increasing its
trustworthiness.
I debated validating the findings through member checking (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) to
increase its rigor. Although this seems like a viable strategy to account for the credibility of the
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research, it may not always be so in truth. As a researcher, I had to consider the welfare of my
participants and that member checking will not cause them any distress or harm. This is what
Josselson (2007) considered choosing the least harmful solution from a list of competing factors,
which differ for each researcher. Josselson believed that researchers who wish to present a
different perspective than that of the narrator should not include their participants in this process.
Other researchers agree with this view and contend that including participants in the
interpretation phase is improper (Chase, 1996; Holloway & Jefferson, 2000). This was my
approach in the study; therefore, in Chapter 4, I present the narratives as co-constructed with the
participants and in Chapter 5, I present my own interpretations and understandings of the stories
and how I view them with respect to my theoretical knowledge and perspectives.
Disagreements usually arise about the way people are depicted in the analysis because
they envision themselves from a different perspective, which can be disconcerting (Josselson,
2007). I was concerned that sharing the final narrative will not be in the interest of my
participants since it may cause them harm (Goldblatt et al., 2011; Hallett, 2013), given the
vulnerable context in which they find themselves (Candela, 2019).
According to Koelsch (2013), member checking is not a process to validate findings only
but is also a way to help participants reflect on their experience and thinking. It is the reflection
part that I was concerned about given the vulnerability of my participants and their previous
trauma experience. In fact, Phillips (1997) argued that an outsider like the researcher can narrate
a more truthful story than the research subject who may consider things from a more subjective
position.
I refrained from member checking because I was worried about how this experience may
impact my participants’ reflection of themselves and their future goals. I did not want this
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research to set them back in any way or demotivate them. I felt that communicating to one of the
participants her low self-esteem may only cause her to regress and result in more damage.
Finally, to enhance the accuracy of my research I adopted peer debriefing (Janesick,
2007), whereby a peer reviewed the transcripts, assisted in confirming my interpretations
throughout the research, and checked the final product.
Asking vulnerable people to talk about themselves is quite problematic and the situation
is even trickier when dealing with refugees who have experienced danger and have been through
some traumatic situations. Josselson (2007) contended that ethics in narrative research has been a
concern for many researchers (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Ellis, 2004) who, in turn,
emphasized that ethics go beyond behaving correctly to feeling responsible towards people with
whom researchers have human contact.
Overall, I tried to adhere to ethical practices whereby I put the welfare of my participants
at the forefront. To ensure this, I strove to help my participants feel safe and comfortable. Trying
to accomplish this, I adopted Hendry’s (2007) understanding of a “sacred act” (p. 495), which he
relied on Laurel Richardson (1997) for an explanation:
What might I mean by “sacred space?” I know it is not “innocent space” but a space
where, minimally , four things will happen: (1) people will feel “safe” within it, safe to be
and experiment with who they are and who they are becoming; (2) people feel
“connected”-perhaps to each other, or a community, or nature, or the world they are
constructing on their word processors; (3) people feel passionate about what they are
doing, believing that their activity “makes a difference”; and (4) people recognize, honor,
and are grateful for the safe communion. (Richardson, cited in Hendry, 2007, p. 496)
Summary
In this chapter, I provided a detailed description of how I conducted my research. I
discussed the research design and how my participants were chosen. I also talked about the
different data collection methods and how I analyzed my data. I have acknowledged various
limitations and clarified what I did to maintain rigor in this research.
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In Chapter 4, I share narratives of two focal participants. The stories allow readers to
follow the participants throughout their language-learning journey before and after arriving in the
United States.
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Chapter 4
The Narratives
“I am a mom and this mom has to be a teacher for her children.”
Hiba: The knowledgeable mom
“I want to be equal to other people.”
Lama: The family-oriented learner
The above quotes introduce the two participants whose narratives are included in this
chapter. They summarize the perspectives of the participants and their main reasons for wanting
to learn English. As presented in Chapter 3, this study is a narrative inquiry that explored the
experiences of Syrian female refugees learning English online and how it impacts their identities.
The current chapter presents the findings of two participants by sharing stories about their
experiences learning English. To effectively understand how the participants developed and
changed, I provide stories from different stages of their lives. I combined stories from multiple
sources to write a multi-layered narrative. I also weaved in my own stories and juxtaposed
narratives to show how connecting with the participants has helped me understand myself as a
learner and a teacher. Those stories narrate experiences that many have been through, are going
through, and may still go through.
Considering that I adopted a three-dimensional space approach to my analysis, it was
essential that I focused on the participants’ interactions, the situations they found themselves in,
and their experiences in the past and present, and how those experiences may affect these
participants’ future. Accordingly, in this chapter, I share narrations from different stages of the
participants’ lives and focus on stories that took place during the period of the online English
course to help explain what impacted their language-learning opportunities and identities. I begin
132

by providing a profile of the two participants and describe what their lives were like prior to
arriving in the United States. I also discuss the steps that were necessary prior to starting the
online English course and the participants’ initial attitude to it. I then continue to recount stories
they shared with respect to their online language-learning experience. These stories reflect their
attitudes towards online language learning and how they perceived themselves as language
learners both online and offline. As I will show, the stories the participants shared about their
language-learning experience and how they communicated with people in their new environment
allowed them to “make sense of their lives and their worlds” (McAdams & Janis, 2004, p. 160).
They help us understand their identities as language learners while participating in the online
English course and communicating with people who affected their language-learning journey.
Furthermore, we see how they developed as they communicated with people in their daily life
and how learning English online impacted their lives.
Profile of the Participants
Knowledgeable Hiba
Hiba is a 25-year-old Syrian woman and a mother of three children. She has a bubbly and
bright personality. Hiba is extremely humorous and always finds time and opportunities to crack
jokes and have fun with her friends in the classroom.
As a teenager, Hiba described herself as a “spoiled girl, the oldest daughter whose wishes
were answered, very very very dependent, never worried … mom and dad are there and they do
everything” (Interview III, Sep. 27, 2019). Hiba became engaged in high school but did not
marry until three years later. Seeing that her engagement was dragging on, she decided to
continue her education and obtained her high school degree a few months before her wedding.
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Hiba dreamed of going to college to study history, but she tied the knot and two months
later, the crisis began in Syria. Her father went missing and she fled with her family to Jordan
where they faced all kinds of hardships (living in a camp, not having a work permit, having little
money to live on, etc.) and were living in limbo dreaming of a better future.
Upon arriving in the United States, Hiba was regretful for coming to a country that did
not resemble anything she knew. Her contact with the outside world was limited to her
interactions with a lady who visited her at home. She could not learn English at a language
school because she had a baby boy. In addition, her Syrian female peers discouraged her from
attending when they told her about some episodes during which people laughed at each other for
mispronouncing words. Hiba is resilient and wants to take command of her life and plan for a
better future for her family. She likes to read about different topics, particularly history. This was
clear to me during the interviews when Hiba provided examples or tried to clarify ideas. We
could hold long conversations because Hiba can speak at length and put her thoughts into words
without any trouble.
Family-Oriented Lama
Lama is a 47-year-old Syrian woman who described her childhood as an unusual one. At
11, her dad passed away and Lama was forced to leave school to help her mom and take care of
her many siblings. As a child, she found herself responsible for her baby brothers and sisters and
developed a sense of motherhood towards them. Lama’s mother had to provide for the family,
which caused Lama to play the role of the mother. Lama dedicated her life to her siblings and
lived for them for more than three decades. She did not care about “learning nor getting married.
I only wanted to take care (said with emphasis) of my family, see them married” (Interview I,
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July 23, 2019). Lama felt that studying at her age was not easy “especially after what I had
witnessed. It’s good I’m still sane. I have been through a lot” (Interview II, Aug. 26, 2019).
Traveling to the United States has not been easy for Lama whose sole interest in life is
her family and their wellbeing. She opposed the idea but found herself obliged to accompany her
siblings who decided to move there where life was nothing like she had experienced before. The
changes were numerous for Lama: changes with respect to people, culture, the language, and
even her marital status since she decided to marry having made sure that all her siblings were
married and settled with their families.
Unlike Hiba, Lama struggled to stay focused on the idea she was discussing. In fact, I had
trouble following her thoughts as she easily became distracted and changed topics.
Researching Syrian Female Refugees’ Identity
Time seemed to drag on with my arm extended above my head awaiting recognition
while the teacher attended to others who raised their hands long after me. I felt frustration and
pent up anger. Suddenly, the door opened, and I was called to the principal’s office. I did not
wait for permission. I immediately got up and left. I knew my father had called to let me know
that his transfer order came and that we were heading back to Syria in the next month.
The news was relieving, and I found myself lingering in the hallway. I did not want to go
back to my classroom where I felt discrimination and a sense of not belonging. I thought
‘Finally, I can be with my own people.’
First week of school in Syria was overwhelming. Everything was different: the classes,
the method of instruction, the language, and even the students who soon labeled me ‘the
foreigner’. That was only the beginning of a series of incidents that awakened me to the reality
that I will never completely fit anywhere. Identity to me has nothing to do with a specific culture,
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people, ethnicity, tradition, or language. Apparently, I was a mysterious mixture of all those; one
I cannot explain. Everything I acquired from living in different countries and communicating
with people from around the globe blended to become me.
In thinking about researching Syrian female refugees and their language learning
experiences, I was intrigued to understand what happens to their identity. Are they experiencing
any changes in this new country learning a new language? How do they feel? Are they frustrated
and angry or content and happy? In undertaking this research, I was not sure what I will find but
was hoping I could shed some light on issues important to language learning and identity,
especially since I was dealing with a vulnerable population. I was aiming at instilling confidence
in my language learners and empowering them to realize that they are indeed capable of learning
and speaking English. I wanted to let them know that they matter unlike my math teacher who
did not see me. I also wanted them to feel proud of who they are and assure them that they are an
important addition to the class.
Previous Language Learning Experience
I was forced to study German, a language I was not familiar with. The academic year had
started a few months ago and the students were ahead of me. They had studied many of the
basics of the language and seemed confident. I was lost and neither the teacher nor the students
attempted to help me. A few weeks after I joined the class, we had a test. I clearly remember the
teacher handing me my paper without making much effort to look at me. It was all marked in
red. My heart skipped a beat when I saw the grade. I had never taken such a low grade in my
entire life. The teacher carried on with the lesson and was discussing answers with the rest of the
students. Apparently, I did not exist and did not matter to any of them. It was enough humiliation
to get such a low grade but was I that unimportant? I vowed to myself that I was going to teach
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that instructor a lesson and show her that she did not matter to me as well and that I could get
where I wanted without her help.
A month later, it was time for the next test. I had studied and worked hard. The teacher
was handing the papers back. Suddenly, she turned to me with wide eyes and said, “Alia,
congratulations!” I quickly took my paper and saw a big check mark and 100 written across the
front page. I was beaming.
That incident did not only change the teacher and students’ attitude towards me, but also
reinforced my determination and impacted my career as a future educator. Looking back at that
experience, I feel fortunate that it did not discourage me since my teacher’s expectations of me
could have resulted in lower learning opportunities. It taught me to never underestimate my
students nor belittle what they can do but rather instill in them the work ethic of working hard in
order to reach their fullest potential.
When I first started teaching Lama, I noticed her hesitancy to read and how it took her
long to pronounce words. She stuttered and was always nervous. I would continuously repeat the
words for her and ask her to read again while encouraging her. I kept on assuring her that she
was improving. The stuttering began when Lama started learning English in seventh grade. She
had read an English text and mispronounced the word ‘village.’ The teacher made her re-read the
entire lesson again to ensure that she correctly pronounced that word. She was extremely nervous
and conscious about the word that when she reached it, she mispronounced it again saying,
“Fijil,” which stands for ‘radish’ in Arabic. The teacher started to make fun of her saying, “Ha ha
… green radish,” (Interview III, September 25, 2019), which sent her into tears.
Hiba started learning English in fifth grade. During the first three years, she, like other
students, did not see how she could benefit from learning English. They complained, “Ugh …
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it’s sleeping time … Ugh … it’s boredom class … it’s time for sophisticated people” (Interview
I, July 17, 2019). The turning point came when Hiba met her eighth grade English teacher who
advised her to take English seriously telling her that she may benefit from it one day. Hiba’s
teacher had a big influence on her in eighth grade, but this effect continued to impact Hiba’s life
in the United States. Hiba recounted her conversation with her teacher:
I don’t want to study. I don’t like studying. I want to finish and get married. She told me,
‘Can’t a married woman continue her education?! I’m married and I have children. I am
also teaching but would never give up my education.’ Her words were like those of a
mother advising her daughter (Interview I, July 17, 2019).
At the time, Hiba came first in her English class and was chosen to represent her school
in the English subject. Hiba’s pride was evident in the big smile she wore as she narrated the
story while repeating the word “best” four times to explain why she was chosen. The teacher’s
words resonated with Hiba as she settled in the United States and found value in learning
English: “Indeed, twelve years later, a time came when I benefitted from English.” (Interview I,
July 17, 2019)
Stories About Learning English in the United States
Lama started learning English within a month of her arrival in the United States. She
went to a language school along with other Syrian students. They were mostly male students who
wanted to joke or chat, something that Lama considered inappropriate. Lama disapproved of the
classroom size and felt that she did not get the help she needed nor had enough time to practice.
One day, Lama’s teacher asked her to read. Feeling nervous and anxious, she began to stutter,
which sent the class into laughter. Lama objected, “Why are they laughing? There’s nothing
funny” (Interview II, Aug. 26, 2019). Having received no support or encouragement, Lama
would escape future reading episodes by excusing herself and going to the restroom.
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“No understand teacher, no understand,” (Interview I, July 23, 2019), Lama’s experience
at a second language school was not much better. She felt quite stupid sitting in a classroom
where the teacher did not attempt to help her but rather gave her excuses: “I can’t help you. I
don’t know Arabic, but I need to help them (in reference to her Spanish speaking students)”
(Interview I, July 23, 2019).
Stories like Lama’s prevented Hiba from joining language classes. The vibrant and lively
Hiba freezes and becomes tongue tied around men. She explained, “I shut down, become shy,
and hit thousands of walls (literal translation, which indicates how confused she becomes) when
a stranger addresses me” (Interview I, July 17, 2019). Furthermore, Hiba heard about similar
stories where people would say words in English that have a bad meaning in Arabic, which
would cause the class to laugh and make fun of the speaker.
When she first arrived in the United States, Hiba could not go to a language school
because she had nowhere to keep her little boy. She hardly communicated with people since her
husband always accompanied her and spoke on her behalf. The only time she practiced English
was when her neighbor, Angela, visited her. Initially, Hiba used the translator to communicate
what she wanted to say, but little by little, she even stopped doing that. Angela was sensitive and
accommodating; their friendship deepened. In describing their friendship and the effect Angela
has on her, Hiba commented:
We converse using the vocabulary I’m familiar with … about topics I can talk about. She
definitely won’t talk to me about medicine because I don’t know the terminology. She
talks about things from our daily life. This way I am encouraged, and we communicate
and not remain quiet. On the contrary, we go out for a change, laugh, and talk about
thousands of topics, which I consider easy, nothing difficult. (Interview I, July 17, 2019)
Unlike Hiba, her husband was outgoing and keen on starting a conversation with
anyone to practice his English. He would seize every opportunity to improve his English and
learn new vocabulary. He would play educational videos on the TV and listen to them, which
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Hiba found strange. She did not see how that would benefit him. Hiba’s husband did not finish
elementary school and in Hiba’s words, “Didn’t know the difference between hi and bye”
(Interview I, July 17, 2019). Seeing how verbal her husband became and the progress he made,
Hiba was encouraged to start watching YouTube videos. She felt it was right to follow in his
footsteps.
Cartoons also played a role in her ability to comprehend English. When she was a child,
Hiba would watch cartoons in English but would read the subtitles in Arabic. She completely
depended on reading for comprehension and did not pay attention to listening. After they settled
in the United States and bought a television, they started watching the old cartoons. Hiba would
listen while working in the kitchen. Having prior knowledge about the events helped her
understand what they were saying; she no longer felt the need to read the translation.
Reasons for Learning English
During my 20+ years of teaching experience, I met students from different countries and
backgrounds. They all had one thing in common: a desire to learn English to better their lives.
Some needed to learn English to go to graduate school while others aspired for a higher position
at work. Syrian women refugees have a much more pressing reason for learning English, mainly
their yearning to obtain the American citizenship, which would open doors for them and act as a
steppingstone towards achieving many other dreams. Hiba talked about how she felt belittled for
being a Syrian during her stay in Jordan:
‘You are Syrian,’ (said in a condescending tone) as if this word is a shame. ‘You are
Syrian,’ as if we were insulting them. ‘You are a working Syrian,’ you took people’s
income. The poorest Jordanian was richer than us but still people’s eyes were like this
(used her hand to indicate wide open eyes as a sign of jealousy). You are a Syrian taking
$30, that means your situation is exceptional. (Interview I, July 17, 2019)
Hiba and her family came to the United States in search of a secure future, one that would
allow them to “continue our lives with a little (said with emphasis) honor … with dignity”
140

(Interview I, July 17, 2019). Having lost control of her life during the war in Syria and while she
was in camp in Jordan, Hiba was determined to take charge of her life and change it, especially
with respect to her children:
I don’t want to be the mom who is busy with her phone, friends, WhatsApp, Facebook,
those useless things … cooking and the house … No, I must do something for my
children … whatever I can. I don’t want them when they grow up to say, ‘Mom, when we
were kids told us to go play … take the iPad and remain quiet … take the phone and
leave me’. I don’t want to be that mom in anything: Arabic, Quran, religion, English, or a
new language. I want to achieve something that my children can benefit from, even if I
am home and not going out. (Interview I, July 17, 2019)
Hiba’s determination to influence her children’s life and have an active role in it drove
her to learn English. She felt that her children were inclined to using English. When she asked
her son about his future dreams, he told her he wanted to become a translator or an English
teacher. As a mother, Hiba wishes to be involved in her children’s lives and wants them to be
proud of her.
Hiba was chatting with her neighbor when her son interrupted her and told her that she
mispronounced the word, ‘apple.’ Hiba was not happy with her son’s attitude and told him that it
is disrespectful to interrupt her in front of her friend. She told him that her friend understood and
that it did not really matter how she pronounced it. The little boy insisted that his mom needed to
pronounce the word correctly, which made Hiba think that, “I shouldn’t just throw words at
people and not bother whether they understand or not …. I thought to myself that I need to at
least show my son that I can speak and not let him think that mom doesn’t know how to speak
and use the language” (Interview I, July 17, 2019).
Lama’s story is quite different. After she married and settled in her new life, Lama began
to feel lonely. Everybody loved her and respected her, but they were all busy and did not pay
attention to her needs. Lama’s husband is a well-known Syrian surgeon who is loved by the
community. He was born and raised in the United States and was living with his family. He had
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long working hours and was extremely busy. He always told Lama that if she wanted, she could
learn English from his little grandchild.
Having moved to a new house, Lama needed to take a bus to the language school. Her
husband did not want her to take public transportation telling her, “There’s no need. We all speak
English. We can teach you English at home” (Interview I, July 23, 2019).
Lama would stay home all day doing nothing as people came and went. She soon realized
that she would not learn unless she took action, “No one teaches anyone (said with a raised
pitch). I became sensitive. People go to learn, and I am not good at learning English nor at
driving. I want to do something for myself. What good is this house going to do me?” (Interview
I, July 23, 2019).
Being married to a famous surgeon means meeting many people, receiving invitations to
dinners, and welcoming guests. Lama could not communicate well with her guests and welcome
them as she thought was befitting, especially since doing so is essential in her culture. Being a
social and hospitable person, this frustrated her and caused her to feel less than others.
At a wedding party, “Everyone was chatting and having fun and I was sitting alone (with
emphasis) at a table so I started crying” (Interview I, July 23, 2019). Lama was conscious of
people watching her and felt awkward; she was left out. This feeling accompanied her whenever
she went to social events with her husband who told her, “It is a problem not to take you and to
leave you behind. I don’t like going without you” (Interview I, July 23, 2019).
Lama’s inability to communicate with her husband’s family, especially since he has a
daughter who does not speak Arabic gives her a feeling of insecurity. Her “goal is to
communicate with people. That’s it. I want nothing less and nothing more. And to be equal to
people, neither above them nor below them. I want to be like everyone … to be able to
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communicate and talk to people the way they talk to me” (Interview I, July 23, 2019). With this
purpose in mind, Lama commented on the idea of the online English course saying, “When they
told me about you, I felt you can help me in Arabic. I felt that a window of opportunity had
opened” (Interview I, July 23, 2019).
Preparations for the Online Course
I first met the participants while teaching them at a language school. They were part of a
new program that was being initiated and tested for future consideration. This program came to a
halt during the summer of 2019 because they could no longer provide day care for the little
children. To provide an alternative and enable the mothers to continue learning English, I
proposed the idea of online English learning.
When I first introduced the idea to the participants, they were confused and did not hide
their bewilderment. They had never used a laptop nor heard of people learning languages online.
I kept on assuring them that it was not difficult and that they would enjoy it. However, I would
see them huddled together busy talking and I figured they were discussing what I had proposed
to them. I knew they had many questions in mind and were worried about the new endeavor.
I dedicated the last week of class to training the students on how to use the language
platform and join live sessions using Google Meet. I clearly remember how lost they were the
first day they held the laptops. They did not know how to turn them on, and I needed to teach
them several steps prior to beginning the live sessions. Hiba continuously asked me about the
idea of online learning. I could feel her fear and noticed her hesitancy but was confident she
would soon figure it all out. She later told me, “Had I not known you, I would have completely
rejected the idea” (Interview I, July 17, 2019).
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I met Lama a couple of weeks prior to starting the online course. She contacted me and
told me how desperate she was to learn English. I had already trained the rest of the participants,
but I had planned this research with the intent of reaching out to as many Syrian refugee women
as possible. I knew many needed help learning English and I believed that online learning was a
good solution to many of their problems. I agreed to meet Lama the next day to explain the idea
behind the course and train her. She was worried and kept on repeating, “I am nervous and don’t
know anything” (Informal conversation, July 2019). I assured her that I had no expectations and
was there to familiarize her with the system and become acquainted prior to starting the online
course.
Lama faced many challenges when the online course started. She needed help logging in,
participating in voice chat and text chat and preparing for the sessions. Despite those challenges,
Lama was highly motivated and determined not to miss classes. She wanted to take full
advantage of this opportunity. Her fear of the laptop and technology did not affect her motivation
to learn: “Ever since we started, there has been happiness in my heart. I felt that Allah (Muslims’
word for God) will help me. I am optimistic” (Interview I, July 23, 2019).
Hiba’s reaction was similar—she had many negative thoughts about the course. She was
skeptical about the idea of studying while physically away from me and did not comprehend how
she could communicate with me using the laptop. However, the laptop was symbolic of a new
beginning, one where Hiba would find herself and feel capable of securing a brighter future for
herself. Hiba’s confidence came from within her—from believing in herself and her abilities as
she commented:
Seeing the laptop motivated me and encouraged me and when you showed us in class, it
proved to be very easy, but it needs a bit of concentration and hard work because … how
do I say this? … Even when we were in class … if we didn’t take the initiative to learn,
we wouldn’t have learned. Every person brings out their internal abilities because if all
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people had a teacher who would make them understand, you’d see that all people are high
achievers, but this goes back to what you want. (Interview I, July 17, 2019)
Both Lama and Hiba expressed their fear of a new way of learning; not only were they
unfamiliar with it, they also had never heard of it before. Even so, their apprehensions dissipated
as soon as they were introduced to the laptop and the trial session.
Technology
Technology has always played a major role in my career. I have been drawn to it and
made use of it in my classrooms through interactive exercises, songs, videos, flipcharts, and
more. This interest culminated when I decided to join my current graduate program, which
helped me link theory to practice and allowed me to sharpen my knowledge about the most
recent methods and applications.
When using different programs and preparing for my classes, my main concern was to
know how to operate the program and deliver an error-free class. When I first started teaching
online to undergraduate students, I had the same concern coupled with my worry about net
issues. However, I did not feel the need to train students on how to use the website, join the
online sessions, and communicate with me. They had already acquired these and had good
knowledge about technology, especially because many of them were information technology
students.
In preparing for this research, I had to make many decisions about which online platform
to use for the synchronous online sessions, which application to use to record the sessions, how
to train the participants, and what to do and not do to make the experience as smooth as possible.
This was the first time I taught students who had never set a finger on the keyboard. It was
important to not only train them well, but to also ensure they felt comfortable and confident so as
not to drive them away. The participants and I were equally worried but for different reasons. I
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had to anticipate different problems and be ready to support the participants and ascertain the
success of the online English course.
“Will you teach me how to use the laptop?” This was a question anxiously posed by one
of the participants and it marked the beginning of the online language-learning journey with a
group of 9 Syrian female refugees. One of them started shaking as she took the test paper from
me saying, “I don’t know why I feel this way!” I told her to relax and that I was not there to
judge her—she did not ease her agitation.
Many of the participants had never used a laptop before. A few made use of their
husbands’ laptops, others used tablets, and a third group did not even have access to a laptop or
tablet. A laptop was donated to these participants, which they could keep after the online English
course was over.
Things like caps lock, space bar, the ‘At Sign’, which seemed like a part of everyday life
sounded obscure to them and they became more confused when I used them: “Miss, please be
patient. I know nothing.” Tasks like creating a password took more than five trials with some of
them since they had to overcome various issues such as remembering what they typed, making
mistakes retyping the same word, and often using simplistic passwords, even when I specifically
instructed them to use symbols, numbers, and capital letters. Some of them became extremely
frustrated and asked me to create a password for them. I insisted that they needed to learn and
that this was the first step in their learning journey. I had to explain to them that passwords
should be protected and that no one should have access to them.
Lama’s worry stemmed from the fact that she had never touched a laptop. Lama had
previously mentioned that she attended some English lessons on YouTube. When I asked her to
elaborate on her experience with technology, she was fast to deny that she ever used it. I was
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surprised and referred back to the YouTube videos to which she replied, “Is that technology? I
don’t know” (Interview I, July 23, 2019).
Ever since the online English course started, Lama would use the words “comfortable”
and “happy” to describe how she felt about the experience. When I insisted that she tell me what
that meant and help me understand what made her comfortable and what caused her happiness,
she would use the same words again and again. One day, she sent me her journal in which she
wrote, “I feel like a small child who has a broken toy, which he fixed and feels happy with”
(Journal writing, August 7, 2019).
Upon interviewing Lama, I asked her to explain why she compared herself to a small
male child and to elaborate on her choice of words and the comparison she made:
This means that someone has a new toy and it has a remote … he has something new …
would he leave it? No, because he’s happy with it and this is what is going on with me.
As if I have a different routine and life. Alas, I want to learn. I want to learn. Before, I
didn’t have a computer and all people are busy with themselves, so I thought why don’t I
do something to myself? (Interview II, August 26, 2019)
Lama was excited about learning online and breaking her daily routine. In an informal
conversation, she told me that she felt reborn and that she was double happy, once for learning
English and another for learning how to use technology (August 7, 2019).
Lama wanted to learn English since her arrival in the United States and joining the
English course has been a source of happiness for her, especially since it was taking place online.
She expanded on her previous idea saying:
Now, my brain is a computer and you don’t want me to be happy? Now if I want to take a
test on the computer, I don’t need to call anyone for help. I can do it myself. Why wait
for them to help all the students and then come to help me? That is embarrassing. I have a
laptop so I should know how to use it. (Interview II, August 26, 2019)
At the language school where Lama went, people would take online tests and Lama
talked about how she hated waiting for the teacher to start the test for her. It made her feel
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helpless. But now that she knows how to use the laptop, she feels empowered and able to take
charge of her own learning. Lama used the word “computer” to describe her brain and she
indicated that there is a change with her use of the word “now,” which shows that Lama feels she
is learning, becoming more knowledgeable, and overseeing her own studying. Lama envisions
her ability to use the laptop as liberating from people’s control and the need to wait to receive
help, which she referred to as “embarrassing.”
Hiba had also never used a laptop prior to the online English course. Similar to Lama,
Hiba was afraid she would not know how to use it and would log out of the session. The first few
sessions, Hiba would log in and try not to touch the laptop to avoid any unknown surprises. She
also used a tape to cover the camera because she was afraid we would see her.
Hiba who is far from being tech-savvy was exposed to a website through Facebook where
language learners had to match pictures with their corresponding words. At the time, Hiba
wished “there’s something like that on the mobile which I can do while sitting down … matching
without getting a paper and a pencil and putting in effort … just clicking on a button and they get
the answers and can see what I did” (Interview II, August 31, 2019). When I first introduced the
idea of the online English course, Hiba was not fully aware what it entailed and what she needed
to do to practice and participate. Given her little knowledge about technology, she was reluctant
to join the online English course. As I was explaining, I mentioned that they could talk to me
using the mic, so Hiba turned to her friend and asked, “Do we need to buy a mic?” (Interview II,
August 31, 2019). She did not know what I meant when I said, “Open the mic.” Despite her
uneasiness, Hiba was looking forward to the first online session to have all her doubts cleared.
As the days went by, things improved and Hiba became more comfortable using the
laptop, “Now, I work on it while lying down, it has become very easy … my typing is fast … I
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have memorized where the letters are on the keyboard” (Interview II, August 31, 2019). Being
confident in using the laptop reflected on her entire attitude. She began to make coffee and then
started snacking, which she believed helped her focus since “…eating makes time fly faster. I
like that … I feel it helps open my mind … I feel comfortable this way” (Interview II, August 31,
2019).
Hiba was far removed from technology and it took her almost a year to learn how to use
Facebook and that was after her sister insisted on teaching her. She also started using a mobile a
few years ago and said, “I didn’t feel I could handle technology … and to use a laptop - all in
English! I was sure to get lost” (Interview II, August 31, 2019). In her journal, Hiba wrote, “I see
myself succeeding in two different things: learning English and learning about technology,
especially using the language I am learning. It is an achievement to use the internet in a language
that I don’t know, and I am very happy” (Journal writing, September 11, 2019).
Initial Impressions About the Online English Course
Getting accustomed to something new takes time. I had been teaching English for almost
4 years in a face-to-face setting before I first joined a virtual university. I was eager to teach my
first session; yet, I was panicking because it was a completely different experience. What if I lose
the connection? What should I do if the students cannot hear me? How do I make my lesson
interesting when I cannot see them? How do I give students control to speak to me? How do I
give them control to type on my desktop? I was worried about these questions and many others.
Little by little, I began to feel comfortable and enjoy teaching online just as much as face-to-face.
When I discussed the idea of online teaching with my colleagues, they shared similar
fears. Those fears extended to our students just like they did Hiba, Lama, and their peers. Bad
things start big and then become smaller, which is what Hiba alluded to in saying, “I thought it
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was a mountain only to realize it’s a pebble” (Interview I, July 17, 2019). Hiba’s choice of the
word “mountain” symbolizes how intense her apprehension was. She was dreading the
experience and after being introduced to it, she realized that it was much simpler than she had
originally thought.
Similarly, Lama’s fear of the online learning subsided as soon as the English online
course began. She started to enjoy her online English classes and realized that her fears were
unfounded. She soon declared that online learning was more beneficial to her since “I only
learned a few sentences or maybe words after having studied for a year at (name of language
school) and three months at (name of another language school) whereas in this online course, I
am comfortable, and I am learning fast” (Interview II, August 26, 2019). Lama declared that
online learning “…has really helped me. There’s a lot of repetition and what helped me is your
way of teaching … that’s a huge difference- to wait for someone to help you or to help yourselfisn’t that a difference? This is my feeling. I am so happy and always thinking about it”
(Interview III, September 25, 2019).
Teaching students with different proficiency levels meant that I had to slow down and
explain basic ideas for the less proficient ones. During the first week, some of the students
wanted me to go over basic things such as the use of indefinite articles “a/an” and verb “to be,”
something Hiba was familiar with and had already mastered. This caused a feeling of boredom
and gave rise to a sense of non-existence. Hiba had to step away from the laptop since she felt
she had “no role” to play (Interview II, August 31, 2019).
I was aware of the problem this level discrepancy would cause but I had to be patient and
tried to encourage the students to be equally tolerant. In my reflection after the first session, I
wrote, “I knew that some students already had some previous idea, so I resorted to them for
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explanations and had them tell their friends what the titles (Mr, Miss, Mrs, and Ms) were used
for and when we used am/is/are. Hiba wrote me straight after class saying she liked the idea that
I referred to them and gave them some autonomy” (Reflection, July 29, 2019). Having heard
from Hiba assured me that things will work out well and that the class will soon feel harmonious.
In fact, her feelings quickly changed when she realized that other participants were benefitting.
Thus, group motivation helped Hiba and led her to reconsider her attitude saying, “One needs to
work harder and bring forth questions because my questions will help everyone learn or I might
raise their awareness to something” (Interview II, August 31, 2019).
Early on, Hiba became a proactive learner who did not only receive information but
sought answers and, in the process, achieved comprehension for all participants. From then on,
Hiba became a major contributor to the online English course who brought forth questions,
provided alternate answers, prompted students, helped and explained new concepts, and acted
like a facilitator when the need arose. This will be discussed in more detail in the coming
sections.
MyTime English
Having experience teaching online for almost 20 years has helped me tremendously in
teaching this online English course. The way each unit is structured paves the way for smoother
online sessions since each unit begins with an introduction to new vocabulary that is supported
by images. Furthermore, students get practice on how to pronounce new words through the voice
recognition feature. I was happy to notice that the students were able to correctly use the words
with me as we began each new unit.
I had initial fears about the participants’ ability to prepare and learn on their own.
However, I soon realized that they were not only learning English but also acquiring skills to
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become autonomous learners. During one of the online sessions, I was trying to complete an
exercise with the students where we needed to drag words and put them in categories. I tried
several times and the words would bounce back, so the students gave me directions on how to do
it. I was surprised that this was the correct way and asked them how they learned it. They
laughed and told me, “It took many trials.” I told them, “I asked you to learn from you” (Online
observation, August 7, 2019). At that moment, I felt happy and proud that those students were
working hard to reach their goal. They did not give up or wait for my help. Instead, they took the
initiative to find a solution that helped them overcome the problem.
Hiba always came prepared to class. She completed every single exercise and did not
proceed until she fully comprehended what she was working on. The materials for her ranged
between easy and difficult. She sometimes had trouble understanding the instructions. To resolve
such problems, she came up with her own way of answering, “… in order not to cheat, I cover
the rest of the questions and solve the first question. I study the instructions and what they are
asking for and then I repeat from the beginning and answer all the questions” (Interview II,
August 31, 2019).
The way Hiba studied indicates her true desire to learn and that she was not just
answering questions for the sake of getting them right. On the contrary, she was working hard to
ensure that she comprehended the reason behind each answer. This was clear in the questions she
raised during the synchronous online sessions and whenever she provided answers. Hiba
mentioned that she enjoyed preparing because “I can be the teacher (laughs hard)” (Interview II,
August 31, 2019). Coming ready to class allowed her to anticipate what would be discussed and
which tasks would be particularly challenging, thereby warranting the following explanation:
“When you say, ‘Let’s stop here’, I feel as if I read your mind, so I feel happy” (Interview II,
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August 31, 2019). Hiba’s hard work and dedication helped her build self-confidence. On several
occasions, she noticed that she did exactly what I asked all of them to do, which, in turn, helped
her predict the most important exercises and focus on questions requiring further attention. She
exclaimed, “I think of something two to three weeks before you say it. Later, I feel surprised
when you say the exact thing I was thinking of so I feel happy and think that if I didn’t think like
you, I couldn’t have solved it” (Interview III, September 27, 2019).
Hiba is meticulous and a hard worker who persists and strives to find answers to difficult
questions. Toward this end, she resorted to YouTube videos for further help and explanation. She
is highly committed and does not easily give up. During one of the exercises where she had to
form questions, she commented:
I had trouble with it but because I spent a long time on it, it is now stuck in my head. I
know every word in the text because I spent around an hour working on it and studied it
word for word (laughing) because if I don’t do that, I can’t understand and answer the
questions. (Interview II, August 31, 2019)
Hiba was drawn to the online English course and loved the idea of learning online and
being in command of her own learning so much so that she wished:
There will be no classes at (name of language school) so we can continue online because
it is seriously a nice idea and a good thing to study while staying at home. One gets up
whenever they want and drink coffee, there’s no restriction or the need to get dressed or
leave home. I am very happy with that. (Interview II, August 31, 2019)
Hiba enjoyed preparing for the online sessions the most. She liked the fact that she could
work on her own and benefit because “The exercises are great. They help me understand
questions and answer without the need for a teacher” (Journal writing, July 31, 2019). She would
particularly study in the evenings when her husband was at work and her kids were busy
watching TV or playing. Sometimes, she would lose sense of time and end up studying for
almost four hours. She took full advantage of everything the program offered. Hiba particularly
enjoyed listening to conversations that improved her listening skills and enabled her to better
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understand people in her daily life. However, she had trouble following a long conversation and
answering questions. Often, she would listen to a conversation several times and still only
answer one or two questions correctly. At the same time, Hiba did not want to listen to a
conversation again and again. One day she decided to read the questions prior to listening and
was surprised she got 80% of the answers right. She was so excited that she found a solution to
her “listening issue.” When I later shared the strategy with the students, Hiba excitedly thought,
“The teacher has followed my approach!” (Interview III, September 27, 2019).
On one occasion, Hiba went to the language school to request information but was asked
to wait for the person in charge to come in. Her wait time lasted an hour which she described as
“one of the best hours in my life” (Interview III, September 27, 2019). While waiting, Hiba heard
about 25 different conversations. People came and went and talked about things we had
discussed during the online English course. She had the opportunity to check her comprehension
and listen to things she had studied. For example, she heard someone saying, “This year is
colder.” Not yet introduced to the comparative form of the adjective, Hiba thought that the lady
had made a mistake. When she went home, she checked the word ‘colder’ and realized that the
woman was making a comparison. Hiba who despises waiting was “very happy” and “was
thinking I know this ... I understood that!” (Interview III, September 27, 2019).
Hiba felt that she was improving and benefitting from the online English course and the
opportunity to listen to different people discussing various topics and watching videos increased
her self-confidence and gave her a sense of satisfaction. She wrote, “I discovered a new way of
learning using a short video that explains an idea. I work on many exercises, which reflect my
understanding and comprehension of the video and the lesson” (Journal writing, September 24,
2019).

154

Lama, unlike Hiba, is not good with words and has always had trouble expressing her
feelings. Whenever I asked her how she felt about the online English course and how she was
doing, she would reply using a single word, “Happy”. Lama took her online English course
seriously. She did not only depend on the practice she worked on through the online platform.
Knowing well that she needed more practice to improve her writing and spelling, Lama kept a
notebook next to her while studying. She repeatedly wrote words to memorize them (Figure 9).
About her practice, Lama commented, “I don’t take it lightly. I want it to stick in my mind”
(Interview II, August 26, 2019).

Figure 9. Sample Dictation Practice From Lama

155

In preparing for her online English course, Lama made sure she worked on all the
exercises and took her time working on them. She repeated as many times as needed until she
was confident that she could answer them correctly. Lama was serious about studying and was
not satisfied with mediocre results: “If I have one single wrong answer, I keep repeating until I
get them all right” (Interview III, September 25, 2019).
Being a family-oriented person, Lama did not do much for herself. Her life rotated
around her family. The only time she went out to do something was when she went to work and
even that was to financially support her family who lives overseas. When she tried to describe
her happiness, she automatically compared it to work:
The day we have a class, we start at 10 but I cannot wait till then. I get up early to get
ready and have the computer ready. I feel that something is making me happy. I am not
happy at work. I don’t say this because you’re my teacher because I’d be laughing at
myself if I do. I am happy with learning English and the computer more than work. This
(in reference to English) goes in here (as she points to her head). English pays back and
can help you continue your entire life whereas money comes and goes. I don’t care about
work as much as I do about learning English. (Interview II, August 26, 2019)
Lama particularly liked MyTime English because it allowed her to repeat exercises,
something she felt was necessary for her learning. As a person who always waited for people to
do things for her, Lama loved the independence MyTime English provides. Since she could not
drive, Lama needed people to take her to places and to work, hence, this feeling of relying on
people and being unable to be independent. In her own words, Lama described why she was
happy with MyTime English:
I used to wait for the teacher to help me but now I can work by myself. This is a big
difference. Waiting for the teacher to help thirty students until you get a turn, but now I
can do that by myself … that’s a huge difference. (Interview III, September 25, 2019)
For the first time in her life, Lama was beginning to sense what it means to be in control and to
do things by herself without having to wait for others.
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Description of the Proceedings of the Synchronous Sessions
The students had several technical problems during the first week; some did not know
how to use the keyboard chat while others had problems using the voice chat. Such difficulties
caused frustration to those who were comfortable using Google Meet. A second issue had to do
with the discrepancy in the students’ knowledge of English. Although they were all beginners,
some of them had studied with me at the language school and hence had some knowledge about
basic things such as the alphabet, numbers, personal information, and the like. Going through
those “basic things” again to ensure all students were on equal footing had caused boredom to
the relatively stronger students. Lama was one of the students struggling at the beginning. She
did not know where to type and could only participate using voice chat. This problem lasted
about a week after which all the students began to relax.
MyTime English is a general English program that is designed to help ELs study on their
own. I informed my students that they need to prepare at home and bring their questions to the
synchronous sessions. After a few sessions, the students began to feel less intimidated from
learning online. Not having to worry about technical issues, many of them started to feel more
relaxed and even became faster at typing and communicating with me.
Given the nature of online learning and the proficiency level of the students, I needed to
use Arabic every now and then to help explain new and difficult ideas. The students were
divided into those who were tempted to use Arabic only and those who would use a mixture of
English and Arabic. Lama was pro-Arabic and I tried not to pressure her at the beginning
because I needed to raise her self-confidence and have her feel better about using the laptop.
Hiba, on the other hand, tried to incorporate English in her speaking and frequently used it,
especially when I asked them about things that I had previously taught at the language school. In
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fact, Hiba expressed her wish “to maximize English speaking” (Interview II, August 31, 2019)
during the online sessions to give her more opportunities at speaking English.
One of the issues I faced while teaching was ensuring that all were satisfied. At a certain
point during the online English course, one of the students expressed her dissatisfaction with the
level of some of the students saying that they were holding everyone back and that she could
learn faster and focus on more important ideas had they not been with her in the same group. To
resolve this issue, I started thinking of things I could do and in my journal I wrote, “I am
thinking about dividing the class into two groups: one for the less proficient students who need
more time to prepare and require more Arabic explanation and another for the more proficient
students who are ready to use more English” (September 1, 2019). Upon suggesting this idea, the
more proficient students rejected it saying that they were benefiting from the detailed
explanations and their peers’ questions. Even Hiba who wanted to speak more English expressed
her wish that I continue to use Arabic because she had trouble understanding some of the more
advanced materials and appreciated the assistance in Arabic.
Given that only one student was not satisfied with how the online English course was
progressing, I offered to provide her individual instruction. I told her to study and bring her
questions to me. She did not take my offer, which surprised me. In fact, she started attending the
synchronous sessions more regularly and showed more interest in them. When I inquired about
why she did not take my offer, she told me that she reconsidered her attitude. This came after a
session when Hiba explained a grammatical rule in English. This student was surprised seeing
how far Hiba had come and realizing that she was not making the most out of the online English
course. She told me:
I was very happy, and I envied her (laughing) because she has time to study … No one
can be better than me. I must be the best, especially that we’re studying together. Why
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can she do it and not me? That motivated me to overcome that phase and to make time to
move forward. (Interview III, September 26, 2019)
This student started to be more active and show involvement. When one of the students
mentioned that she did not understand a question, I wanted to start explaining all over again, but
this student interjected and asked if she could do that instead of me (Online observation,
September 2, 2019). The students were looking at a question that asked them to identify the
wrong sentence (Figure 10) and the following conversation took place:

Figure 10. Sample Question That Led to a Discussion

Student: Can I explain to her?
Me: Yes, go ahead, please.
Student: It is asking for the wrong sentence.
The other student reads the question again.
Student: Meaning wrong, not right.
At this point, the student realized that she did not carefully read the question.
Student: ‘They’ takes are after it but here there’s no ‘are’.
(Online observation, September 2, 2019)
The students influenced each other in a positive way. This is evident in the above story,
whereby the student reconsidered her attitude and realized that she needed to be positive to learn
and benefit from the opportunity.
Throughout the online English course, I would assign students into groups to lessen the
pressure on them, raise their consciousness to the importance of group work, and allow them to
159

benefit from each other. The students enjoyed working in groups and competing against each
other. They would get excited like children when they won and teased each other. Sometimes,
they became extremely enthusiastic and answered questions addressed to the opposing team. For
example, during one session, Diana shouted the correct answer to the opposing team, which Hiba
was a part of. Hiba reminded her, “Diana, you’re in the other team” to which Diana answered,
“The funny thing is that I know how to answer your questions” (Online observation, August 26,
2019).
While discussing a question in Lama’s group, the students debated several options and
answered wrongly. When they finally realized that they picked the wrong answer, they said, “It
was a mistake,” which led to a funny moment when one of them started singing, “It’s a mistake
and I regret it,” which is a line from a famous Arabic song (Online observation, August 26,
2019).
The students turned learning moments into fun ones. While discussing the “present
continuous” time frame, I asked students to tell me what each one of them was doing at that
specific moment. They told me, “I am listening”, “I am studying”, “I am sitting”, “I am thinking”
and the list went on. I felt that they gave me all possible answers, but Hiba had not spoken yet, so
I said, “Leave something for Hiba. She wouldn’t know what else to say.” Immediately, Hiba
opened her mic and spoke clearly while laughing, “I am eating banana,” which sent everyone
into laughter (Online observation, August 26, 2019).
The online English course was full of funny and engaging conversations. The students
always had time for jokes and laughter, which encouraged them to continue learning. They
would tell me that my classes combined fun with rigorous work, which helped them learn more.
One of the students asked about the meaning of the word ‘backpack.’ As I was pulling the
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picture off the internet, someone explained, “Oh, big bag.” I was confused and asked her what
she meant. We talked for a while and then the students understood and explained that she was
referring to the insect spray ‘Pif Paf’. Then, Hiba laughed saying she thought it sounded like the
name of a Hindi movie. Everyone joined in the discussion and was laughing at how different
people thought the word referred to a different thing (Online observation, August 26, 2019).
Their sense of humor was present in every session and I enjoyed teaching just as much as they
enjoyed studying.
While working on a quiz, there were two students in one group and three in the other. I
mistakenly clicked on one of the answers, which was wrong, so the students were left with two
options to choose from. With two answers only, the students were still confused and kept
debating which one answer was the correct one. This led the other team to tease them saying,
“You only have 2 answers and you cannot do it! And you are 3 people” (Online observation,
September 9, 2019).
Stories From the Synchronous Online Sessions
The synchronous online sessions constituted a major part of this study. Those sessions
were important for the participants since they provided them with the help they needed to
understand challenging materials. During those sessions, the participants got extra practice,
communicated with me and their peers, and were exposed to other topics that were relevant to
the units under study. Moreover, those sessions were equally important to me since they enabled
me to better understand what the participants did prior to coming to the online sessions. They
provided me with extra details concerning how the participants affected and became affected by
each other, what raised their interest, and what they found easy, difficult, or both. Additionally, I
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could witness how they were progressing in their language learning and the effect said progress
had on their identity.
Lama’s Story
Lama apologized by telling me she would not be able to attend our first synchronous
session since she needed to go to the Department of Motor Vehicles (DMV) to renew her permit.
A few minutes after I logged in and started the session, Lama’s name appeared on the screen.
She was requesting to be allowed in. I accepted her request and soon noticed that she was joining
from the DMV. She did not open her mic but was listening and attended a big part of the session.
Lama was serious about attending and tried not to miss any sessions. She had to
accompany her husband on a couple of trips but during those trips, she took every chance she
had to join the synchronous sessions. While at the beach with her husband and his family, Lama
sat away from them and logged in. On a different trip, she logged in while her husband was
driving and tried to answer some of the questions.
Lama was a hard-working student who wanted to make the most out of the online English
course. She found joy in attending and learning. She tried to always make time to prepare for
class and make up for what she missed because she “thought let me seize the chance because this
day will never come again” (Interview II, August 26, 2019).
During one of the first synchronous sessions, we were discussing personal information. I
was talking to Lama asking her to give me her full address, but she could not and told me that
she only knew part of it saying, “When I ask, people would direct me” (Online observation, July
30, 2019). I insisted that this was not acceptable and told them that they needed to learn English
not only to speak but to also be independent. Thus, early on I established that Lama was quite
dependent on people to help her not only in speaking but also in getting around.
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In preparation for the class, Lama would spend hours studying and working on different
exercises. She would repeat things several times until she understood them and made sure that all
her answers were correct. Making mistakes was not something she approved of. In fact, she
refrained from participating to avoid mistakes. During the first few synchronous sessions, Lama
would take her time prior to answering. In my journal, I wrote, “Lama requested that I assign a
question for each student. I told her that I usually do that, but I didn’t understand why she made
that comment” (Reflection, July 30, 2019). Later, I realized the reason behind her request. Lama
felt shy when reading because as she wrote, “Sometimes when I read and stutter, I feel
embarrassed in front of the girls” (Journal writing, August 5, 2019).
Lama was slow and hesitant, which caused the rest of the participants to show impatience
and they sometimes took her turn and answered before her. At the beginning I was not sure if
Lama was having technical difficulties or if she could not answer. I would address her and wait
but when she did not answer for quite some time, I would think she was away. During one of the
sessions, I assigned a question to Lama, but she took long to respond. While waiting for her,
another student jumped in and answered the question. Realizing that Lama may become
frustrated, I accepted the answer and asked the participants to give each other a chance and not
rush into providing answers. Suddenly, Lama started speaking, “No one gives me a chance. They
do all the talking. When you ask someone a question, I keep quiet for all of them. Give us a
chance to think and learn. I am not happy with this. This had happened repeatedly” (Online
observation, August 14, 2019).
Reflecting on what happened in that session, I wrote, “I told Lama that we thought she
lost the connection and that was why her friend answered. I asked her to let us know that she is
still with us and at least speak and ask us to give her time to answer” (Reflection, August 14,
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2019). Upon further talking to Lama, I understood how she felt when she explained, “I felt very
small that day. It’s my question and you answer it. Do you want to make me feel that you’re
better than me or smarter than me?” (Interview II, August 26, 2019). This incident opened my
eyes to the extent of Lama’s insecurity and how her previous experiences resulted in her lack of
self-confidence. I realized that I needed to be more sensitive to my students’ needs, especially
since I was not able to see their facial expressions or see what was happening at their end. From
then on, I was extra careful and would ask students to respect each other’s turn and confer when
working in groups.
Apart from this single misunderstanding between Lama and her peer, everything else
went well. In fact, the students did not object when someone else answered their question
although I tried to limit that after what happened with Lama. They did not disapprove because as
one of them put it, “No problem. I learn from her” (Online observation, August 27, 2019).
Less than halfway through the online English course, I began to see a certain change in
Lama’s attitude during the synchronous sessions. I felt she was becoming more positive and
trying to participate more often. While answering a question and after a few wrong attempts, she
gave me the correct answer and went on to add, “You can’t imagine how happy I am. I don’t
sleep” (Online observation, August 26, 2019). Lama clearly expressed her happiness using
words, but that happiness was deep and went beyond what she said: “I don’t sleep.” Lama’s
happiness reminded me of my children when they were small and how they would not fall asleep
the night before their birthday.
During the first few synchronous sessions, Lama had a problem reading. She stuttered
and once asked me to read the question for her because she could not read it and thus did not
understand what the question was asking for. Lama apologized when she gave a wrong answer. I
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had to assure her that it was perfectly normal to make mistakes and that those were a natural part
of learning, something that her husband had repeatedly stressed to her. After a while, Lama
began to be more daring in her answers and was more involved in the synchronous sessions. I
began to see she was gaining self-confidence and becoming more self-assured. For example, for
one of the listening activities, the students needed to listen to a long conversation and then
answer some questions. After they listened, I wanted to check how comfortable they were. When
I asked Lama, she said she understood it all and this was clear in her answers. Lama began to
assert herself and demand recognition by increasing her participation and offering explanations
as in the example of her peer who asked, “We have ‘wajib’ (Arabic word for homework) today,
right?” and Lama interjected, “It’s called homework …. homework” (Online observation,
September 3, 2019).
Lama is persistent and determined to seize the chance. This is reflected in her insistence
to attend the synchronous sessions even when she was traveling. In addition, during one of the
synchronous sessions, the students commented on how hard they found one of the exercises. I
asked them what they did and how long it took them to work on it. Lama told me that it took her
quite some time to finish but she felt happy because she completed it. She added, “I couldn’t
sleep until I finished it” (Online observation, August 7, 2019). Lama was taking her learning
seriously because, as she put it, “Those who work can reap the results whereas those who don’t
won’t find it fruitful” (Online observation, August 7, 2019).
Lama who originally asked for help reading and apologized for not knowing things
would later object to being viewed as a low achieving student or one who required help. Upon
missing a reasonably difficult synchronous session, one of the students commented that Lama
had missed a difficult session insinuating that she was going to have trouble following, which led
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Lama to quickly reply, “No, no, no. I didn’t miss anything. I did it on my own at home” (Online
observation, September 10, 2019). We see Lama’s rejection of the idea of needing help through
the forceful use of the word ‘No’ repeated three consecutive times, a purposeful repetition
serving to assure the rest of us that Lama was doing well.
During a group activity, Lama was fast and did not confer with her peers or wait for
confirmation from them, which caused one of them to say, “We’re not even getting enough time
to read the question!” and the other student commented later saying, “Give us a chance to
answer!” (Online observation, September 16, 2019). I could feel Lama’s pride and her increased
self-confidence as she kept on providing correct answers and winning her team’s trust. She could
not hide her ecstasy as the opposing team gave a wrong answer shouting, “Yay” while clapping
and laughing (Online observation, September 10, 2019).
Hiba’s Story
From the beginning, it was clear that Hiba was taking the online English course very
seriously. She had prepared several units prior to the beginning of the synchronous sessions. She
answered each question and was not satisfied until she completed all correctly.
Early on during the synchronous sessions, Hiba began to assist her peers and tried to
explain things to them. When working in groups, Hiba acted as a leader. She took initiative to
provide answers while explaining the reasons behind her choices. Following is an example of
one of the questions Hiba and her team needed to answer (Figure 11).
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Figure 11. Sample Question Hiba and Her Team Had to Answer
Hiba confidently chose “Answer B” and went on to convince her group why it was the
correct answer. She explained that the first question is wrong because it uses “are when the
question uses a singular verb.” She also told them that the third option is incorrect since it uses
‘it’ when the question uses ‘he’ (Online observation, August 19, 2019). I was listening to Hiba
and feeling proud because she did not only choose the correct answer but could also explain the
grammatical rule to let her peers understand why the other options were not right. In adopting
such an approach, Hiba was certainly assisting her peers while also checking her own
comprehension.
Hiba challenged herself and sought to maximize her learning. When answering questions,
she tried to provide all possible answers. While discussing prepositions of location, I asked the
students to give me sentences describing the positions of different items in a picture. All the
students gave me one sentence except for Hiba who decided to send me all the answers she could
think of (Online observation, August 21, 2019). When I inquired about this, Hiba explained:
I write them all and I feel happy when you tell me they are all correct, which means I am
on the right track. I didn’t understand something from one perspective only but from
many … I am fast at typing, so I feel writing a sentence made of five words and waiting
for a minute is time wasting so I make use of the time and write all that I know.
(Interview II, August 31, 2019)
I could feel and see how Hiba was changing and developing. From day one, Hiba showed
that she could do well. However, as time went by, she began to stand out and was no longer
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satisfied with one correct answer. She wanted to show that she could do more. Providing several
answers was a sign to say, I know more than you might think, and I am also becoming better at
technology. I could sense Hiba was not only checking her answers with me, she also had great
confidence she was right. After I commended her for the correct answers, Hiba wanted to send
yet another answer saying, “My sentence is special! Check it for me” (Online observation,
August 21, 2019). When I asked her to explain how she felt, she clarified: “I felt this was
definitely right and you confirmed that” (Interview II, August 31, 2019). Hiba’s use of the word
“definitely” is a sign of her increasing self-confidence. She is not hesitant when providing
answers.
Within a short period of time, Hiba began to apply critical thinking skills and asked
questions that indicated she was advancing and becoming aware of small details. For example,
while discussing the “present continuous” time frame, she was quick to notice we dropped the
verb ‘be’ with the second “present continuous,” as in the following example: He’s sitting at his
desk and studying for his test on Monday. She checked with me to see if it was not necessary to
say, ‘and is studying.’ This gave rise to a good discussion about how we avoid unnecessary
repetitions to prevent weak language structures and sound more natural.
On a different occasion, the students were working on an exercise where they had to put
the words in order to make sentences. As they were discussing possible answers, Hiba asked me
if they could say the sentence in two different ways. The sentence had a “dependent clause,”
something I had not explained yet. Given Hiba’s question, I had to introduce this and let them
know they could either begin with the “dependent clause” or the “independent clause” and
showed them the difference in punctuation. Hiba understood the idea but wanted to ensure that
she fully comprehended. The following conversation took place:
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Hiba: I want to give you an example to check.
Me: Go ahead.
Hiba: When I feel hungry I eat. (I typed the sentence.)
Me: Please check it and let me know if it’s correct.
Hiba: No, I need to put a comma after hungry.
Me: Exactly! Reverse this, Hiba.
Hiba: I eat when I feel hungry.
(Online observation, September 3, 2019)
The above conversation is one of many that indicate Hiba’s sincere wish to learn, understand,
and engage in illuminating discussions.
From the beginning of the online English course, Hiba offered to explain the video
presentations that introduce new grammatical rules to her peers, but she always did that in
Arabic. I usually asked, “Who can explain what the video is about?” and Hiba would offer to do
the explanation. One day, I challenged the students and asked, “Who can explain the video in
English?” There was a long silence after which I said, “Hiba, can you do it? In English?” and
Hiba confirmed that she could. Following is part of the explanation she provided about forming
yes/no questions in the “present continuous” time frame:
Every question in English … you have two- yes/no question and wh (she meant whquestions). Now, see about yes/no question in present continuous … uh, for example, I
am ask you, ‘Are you drinking now?’ You give me answer, ‘Yes, I am.’ If you not
drinking, ‘No, I am not’. (Online observation, September 11, 2019)
Seeing how far Hiba had come warmed my heart. I remember how Hiba would not speak
English when I first met her. To have her summon all her courage to explain a rule to her peers
in English was amazing. I was proud and happy for her because I could tell nothing was going to
stop this young woman from progressing and moving forward.
After Hiba’s explanation, the entire group became motivated. They all wanted to
participate and give examples. That session was full of energy as the students competed to
provide different answers and show they also comprehended what was being taught.
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Hiba is witty and understands ideas quite fast. During an online session in which I was
explaining how we refer to quantities of different items such as “a glass of water,” “a bowl of
soup,” we came across the term ‘piece of cake.’ I decided it was a good opportunity to explain
what this idiom meant, but I was having trouble explaining it. As it has nothing to do with food,
the meaning cannot be easily understood alone from the words used. I explained that we use the
said expression to refer to things that are easy to accomplish. Suddenly, Hiba interrupted saying,
“Oh, I got it. How long do you need to get here? Adit kousayeh” (this is an Arabic term
meaning “a bite of squash,” which we use in reference to how close a person is to getting to a
place) (Online observation, September 23, 2019). Hiba immediately tried to explain the meaning
to herself and her friends using “food” as an analogy, but she did so in Arabic. In fact, Hiba was
proud of her ability to bring the meaning closer to her mind and those of her colleagues as she
narrated the episode to her husband telling him, “It took the teacher an hour to explain it to us, so
I told her adit kousayeh (laughing)” (Interview III, September 27, 2019). In her narration, Hiba
clearly pointed out how she could understand the idea and relate it to other similar ones, but she
also indirectly showed that she is equal to me and performing the role of a teacher to herself and
her peers.
Hiba continued to improve and learn more not only because she was studying hard,
attending the synchronous sessions, and participating, but also because she often referred to her
prior knowledge and tried to connect new ideas to things she had learned earlier. While trying to
explain the meaning of the word ‘resident,’ I was discussing how people assume residency of a
state and the privileges that come with becoming a resident. I gave an example of how residents
pay less tuition fees to go to school. As soon as I finished speaking, Hiba commented, “There’s
another example, in the zoo here. If you’re a resident, you can have free entry. A year before
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now, we didn’t have this privilege, but we got it a year after we moved here” (online observation,
September 3, 2019). Clearly, Hiba was not only receiving information but also trying to relate
that to things from her everyday life and making connections to what she already knew to better
understand what I was saying and see how that was applicable to other aspects of her life. Hiba’s
questions and the details she paid attention to opened my eyes to how she was progressing and to
the fact that she was also performing critical thinking.
While discussing the “present continuous” time frame and writing questions and answers,
the students provided the following questions and answers:
Q: What are the students doing?

A: They are listening.

Q: Where are the children playing?

A: They are playing in their room.

Q: Why are you going shopping?

A: Because I need to cook.
(Online observation, September 11, 2019).

Having realized that answers 1 and 2 took “-ing” verb forms intrigued Hiba, who was fast
to comment on the usage of ‘need’ and why it does not take “-ing.” Hiba referred to a previous
session when I taught them that “simple present verbs” do not take “am,” “is,” or “are,” and was
wondering if it does not take “-ing” because it is a habit. Hiba’s question gave rise to an
interesting discussion about why we cannot use ‘need’ in the continuous form. Hiba’s questions
show that she is paying attention to every small detail and is analyzing the information. She was
comparing the tense usage in both questions and answers and noticed the difference in the third
example. However, she also related this example to what she had studied a day earlier about the
simple present and thought that it could be a habit, thus necessitating the use of the simple
present.
When I asked students what their dream job was, Hiba said, “Teacher” (Online
observation, September 24, 2019), which explains much about the role Hiba was playing in class
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and her attitude towards the online English course. There are several incidents where Hiba
explained ideas and asked if she could do the explanation. We were talking about New York and
why people would be interested to visit it. The students agreed to choose ‘Because it’s a quiet
place.’ Hiba disagreed, “New York is no quiet because it is an interesting city” (Online
observation, September 4, 2019).
On a different occasion, one of the students was confused about the difference between
‘in front of’ and ‘across from’ and asked me to explain them to her. This happened after Hiba
had used ‘in front of’ in her answer to a previous question. Before I started explaining, the
following conversation took place:
Hiba: Miss, can I tell her the difference between them?
Me: Yes, Hiba, go ahead.
Hiba: (Name of student), in your sentence it’s true he’s standing in front of the shop but
there is a street and he is on the other side but in my sentence, he’s right next to the door
so we say, ‘in front of.’
Student: OK, thank you.
Hiba: You’re welcome.
(Online observation, September 4, 2019)
In the above exchange, we see how clear Hiba’s explanation was and how self-assured
she was about her information. She confidently contrasted the difference between the two
sentences outlining why one uses ‘in front of’ whereas the other uses ‘across.’ Hiba did not only
explain but also positively encouraged her peer saying, “It’s true…” Thus, Hiba did not try to
stand out in her explanation as the smarter student but rather as a teacher who wished to make
things clearer.
Hiba clearly enjoyed discussing ideas with her peers, explaining and also receiving
explanations from them because to her:
You explaining is normal but when a student explains, I feel she can help me understand
it even better because we are equal … once I understand it and teach it to a friend my
way, she won’t forget it because it is a traditional or a very simple way so when one of
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the ladies explains, I feel that she understood it and can help me understand it. (Interview
II, August 31, 2019)
Hiba repeatedly explained things to her classmates. We were studying the “simple
present” time frame and Hiba was wondering why she got a wrong answer when she added an ‘s’
to the end of the verb ‘study’ used with the pronoun ‘he.’ I pointed out that the verb ended with a
‘y’ and thus did not conform with the rest of the verbs when adding the third person singular ‘s.’
I explained why her answer was incorrect and that she misspelled the verb. After I finished
explaining, a student who was distracted by her husband and children said she missed the
discussion. I asked if someone could explain. This led to the following conversation:
Student 1: OK. Who understood and can explain?
Hiba: If a verb ends in -y and before that, there’s a letter that is not a vowel- regular
letter- study before the -y there’s the letter ‘d’- no vowels, we change ‘y’ to ‘i’ and add es with he, she, and it … with he and she, not it.
Me: And ‘it’. Why not? Depending on the verb.
Hiba: The other- if we have ‘play’- if the ‘y’ has a letter before it that’s a vowel, we only
add ‘s’. There’s no need to change the ‘y’
Student 2: If there is a vowel, we add ‘s’.
Me: (Sounding an interjection to show confirmation) These are the examples (showing on
the screen).
Hiba: If there’s no vowel, the ‘y’ changes to ‘-ies’
(Online observation, September 18, 2019)
Once again, Hiba showed she was capable of clearly explaining things through examples
and without getting confused even when interrupted or stopped for further clarification. Like a
skilled teacher, she was composed when explaining and did not get distracted when people broke
her train of thought.
Hiba enjoyed communicating with her peers and me. She would become involved in
discussions with everyone and participate to ensure understanding. When discussing the weather
and different seasons, I asked students to tell me what their favorite season was. They all replied
and then Hiba addressed me saying, “What about you?” (Online observation, September 16,
2019). At this point, I felt Hiba was genuinely interested in knowing something about me.
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However, I could not help notice that our roles were reversed at that moment and I was no longer
the one asking the question here but the one expected to provide an answer to the question posed.
The Role of People
Life is a cycle of struggles and challenges, which can either break or make people. Like
everyone, I had my share of hardships. As a child and teenager, I traveled to different countries
whose languages and people were completely different from what I knew. I had to communicate
with them and adapt to continue my life in the best way possible. Reflecting on those days, I do
not regret anything because I feel that everything that I was exposed to and all the bad and evil
people that I had met did not break me. Instead, I came out from each challenge stronger and
more determined than before.
With the war raging in my country, I considered fleeing for the safety of my family. My
initial choice was Jordan, due to its closeness to my country. My education and work credentials
helped me find work within the first few weeks of my arrival.
I was emotionally drained when I reached Jordan. We survived a year and a half of the
crisis, which left its mark on us. I was looking for safety and peace, which I unfortunately did not
find in Jordan. Although I lived in Jordan as a Syrian citizen with a work permit, people always
looked at me as an intruder and a person who came to counterfeit something that belonged to
them. When I was appointed academic coordinator of the English Language Department, I had to
drag myself to work each morning knowing that I was going to meet and work with people who
did not wish me well and who I could at least say “did not like me.”
The negative people I came across in my life had affected me at different times but being
the resilient person I am, I did not allow them to impact my life adversely. In fact, I made use of
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all the negativity that surrounded me to help push me to work harder, become stronger, and
achieve a better life and turn all the unfavorable events to my advantage.
Having been through some rough moments and experiences has made me sensitive to
other people’s misfortunes and suffering, particularly those driven away from their countries and
trying to establish themselves in a new place. My experiences made me realize the importance of
people in one’s life. No one can live in isolation and thus, people have an important role in
everyone’s life, and they can either be a source of strength and support or a reason for failure and
distress.
Following the death of Lama’s father, Lama found herself responsible for a house and
several siblings. She took care of them like any mother would do with her children. Her family
was the only life she knew prior to moving to the United States. Lama always felt responsible for
her siblings and was an aid to them. She carried this sense of responsibility with her to the
United States where she worked so that she could financially support her family overseas.
As a mother figure, Lama’s family treated her with respect and her requests were
commands, which they attended to immediately. Lama talked about how her brother would leave
everything he was doing to bring her whatever she asked for. When she first arrived in the
United States, her brother would accompany her on the bus to the language school. He would
leave her at the school’s doorstep and return at the end of her class to ride the bus with her back
home.
Lama’s husband opposed this treatment and strongly criticized it telling the brother, “Is
she a baby that you take back and forth?!” (Interview III, September 25, 2019). Lama’s husband
wanted her to adapt to the new lifestyle in the United States and depend on herself. As a person
who had established himself in the United States, Lama’s husband repeatedly told his wife that
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she could do things if she put her mind to them. He was not particularly happy about her
insecurity and expressed it by saying, “You make me angry because you’re very sensible and
they’re (‘they’ in reference to other Syrian females Lama knows) all less than you … why are
you doing this?” (Interview I, July 23, 2019).
Lama was already conscious about her inability to communicate well in her new
environment. She felt alienated when she went with her husband and was unable to socialize and
be hospitable. This difference became even sharper when other Syrian female refugees managed
to mingle with the society, go out on their own, and drive a car. Lama, unlike many other Syrian
female refugees, was afraid of driving and, although her husband possessed several cars, she still
needed someone to drive her back and forth. Her husband called her “a coward” for not moving
out of her comfort zone and trying to learn how to drive.
Lama’s dependence on those around her extended to learning English since she always
wanted her family to help her and teach her. On more than one occasion, Lama used the words
“child” and “baby” to refer to how she suggested her family should treat her to help her learn
English. When arguing with her husband about learning English, she suggested she would be
able to learn, “If you talk to me like a little child and say get me this plate, this kettle … is it
possible that I wouldn’t comprehend (tone showing surprise)?! (Interview I, July 23, 2019). On a
different occasion, she talked about how she proposed her husband and his family could help her
learn saying, “If you would speak to me like a small child and say things such as get this. Treat
me like a baby and teach me” (Interview II, August 26, 2019).
Throughout our conversations during the online sessions, the journal writing, and the
interviews, Lama always talked about her husband. I noticed she continuously brought up his
name during our conversations. He has a big role in her life and in her language-learning
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journey. She talked about how he wanted her to learn English and gave her advice about what
she needed to do. He would tell her that it was not important to answer correctly, but that she
needed to make sure that she understood the question and the instructions. He also told her,
“When you put your mind to something, you do it no matter what” (Interview III, September 25,
2019). Lama hated making mistakes and would only participate if she knew the answer, so her
husband tried to help her overcome that and explained to her that making mistakes is beneficial
for learning to take place. He told her she would not learn unless she made mistakes saying,
“You don’t have to write the word correctly, you may add or leave out a letter. The teacher
doesn’t have a problem but don’t stop yourself from participating because of a letter” (Interview
II, August 26, 2019). Lama felt she owed her husband for pointing this out to her and for
assuring her that making mistakes should not be avoided.
I was afraid Lama’s previous negative experiences would affect her willingness to learn
and wanted to assure her that she could do well, to which she responded, “My spirits are so (said
with emphasis) high now, especially after what you and my husband tell me” (Interview II,
August 26, 2019). Lama told me a story about how she explained the difference between the use
of the indefinite articles “a/an” to her husband. I was studying her face, which lit with happiness
as she recounted the story of her husband’s reaction and how he clapped his hands saying,
“YAAYY! Here comes the English!” (Interview II, August 26, 2019).
Throughout the online English course Lama repeatedly asked me if I felt she was doing
better. In one of the online sessions and after she provided a series of correct answers, the
following conversation took place:
Lama: Do you feel we’re improving?
Me: What do you think?
Lama: I feel we’re doing well.
(Online observation, August 26, 2019)
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It is interesting that Lama did not ask me, “Do you feel I’m improving?” I noticed she
usually used ‘we’ not ‘I,’ which could be her way of being less direct and of showing she was on
equal footing with the rest of the people in the online group.
Lama knew she was improving but she always sought reassurance and compliments from
me. Having heard many stories about her husband, I understood she also needed
acknowledgment from him. She recounted, “He told me that I have come a long way. I like to
take his opinion. He gives me strength” (Interview II, August 26, 2019). Positive reinforcement
is something people require, and it can be a source of success to students; however, this is
particularly essential in Lama’s situation since she had been through many embarrassing
moments, moments which shook her self-confidence and caused her to doubt her abilities to
learn.
Prior to marriage, Lama was taking English classes at the language school, but she
stopped after her marriage because she needed to take the bus there, something her husband did
not want her to do. She was not happy about his decision, but he told her, “If you are really keen
on learning, you’d learn from Tamer (his grandchild). You don’t want to put in effort” (Interview
I, July 23, 2019). Lama was not happy her husband and his family were living their own life
without paying attention to her needs.
In the past, when Lama felt she could not learn English and was depressed, her husband
would tell her, “‘Sit and memorize Quran better than learning English.’ He thinks this would
make me feel better. He says, ‘The Quran came with us but not English.’ I tell him, Yes, English
didn’t come with us, but this is our society” (Interview I, July 23, 2019). Lama’s husband tried to
divert her attention to something he felt she was good at. In telling her to focus on learning the
Quran, he was drawing her attention to its importance since it is the Muslim’s holy book by
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which they will be judged on the Day of Judgement. Lama was aware of the importance of the
Quran, but she also wanted to survive in her new environment. This is evident when she
recounted another incident when her husband told her to focus on the Quran and not stress about
learning English to which she replied, “No, you are all studying … you all have information and
I accompany you like a stupid person” (Interview III, September 25, 2019). Lama became
interested in a new thing, which she felt was central to her life. She talked about how she spent a
considerable part of her day preparing for the class and studying. She even re-listened to the
recorded sessions while doing housework and when she was away on a trip, she got up early the
next day to prepare prior to the online session. She told me she still read the Quran but that she
had something else to think of and work for. Lama began to feel there was something else in her
life that she could do and was a source of happiness to her.
Lama talked about how she tried to learn new vocabulary saying that her husband wrote
them down for her and asked her to repeat them. She also mentioned he would explain to her
how to pronounce the letters drawing her attention to the difference between the name of the
letter and its sound. She later shared how she insisted he helped her and how he refused because
he felt she needed to depend on herself. She talked about how surprised her husband was at what
she was learning and that he became angry when she went to him for help. When I asked her if
he encouraged her, she replied, “When I bring the computer and ask him to help, he says, ‘No.’ I
don’t want to live in depression. If he doesn’t want to help me, that’s not the end. I told him as
you wish but I’m going to help myself” (Interview III, September 25, 2019). Lama’s decision to
take charge of her own studying was not mainly her choice. At the beginning of the online
English course, she kept on asking her husband for help but towards the end, she concluded she
had to help herself if she wanted to continue learning:
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My husband tells me ‘you are very smart so why are you a coward?’ I tell him because of
what I have seen and been through … death and war and I raised my family. So, I
thought, “Why do I let desperation control me? Why don’t I overcome it? I began to
change slowly. Honestly, I wanted to withdraw at the beginning. I couldn’t understand,
but then I decided to continue and felt there’s good in you. Now when my husband comes
back, he tells me, ‘If you have homework, I’ll go out again.’ I don’t rely on him because
if I want to, I wouldn’t study. I now study when he’s not at home. He comes back tired
and I don’t want to add to that. I don’t know what happened but after the first time you
visited me, I changed my mind. (Interview III September 25, 2019)
Lama realized her husband was running away from helping her. She understood he was
out for a big part of the day and did not want to add to his stress but was determined to learn,
even without his help. According to Lama’s husband, she was studying things that were beyond
her level, but Lama knew what she wanted and was not willing to let him interfere with her
choice. It became a challenge for her to show she could succeed and do things by herself. I was
surprised when Lama told me, “I want to prove to him that I can be at this level” (Interview II,
August 26, 2019).
Lama also talked about her brother who continuously told her about the importance of
learning English and that she needed to pay attention to it. He showed interest by asking her
about what she was studying through the online English course and her progress in it. While
talking about her brother’s support to her, Lama once again referred to her husband saying that
her brother said, “Your husband alone can help you learn” (Interview III, September 25, 2019).
Lama came to the realization she must alter her way of thinking and not wait for anyone’s
help, not even the person closest to her. She was motivated because she could see she was
learning. In addition, her husband’s attitude forced her to rely on herself. Furthermore, she talked
about how I encouraged her to continue and how she “felt there’s good” in me in reference to my
support to her. She also referred to how she became motivated after talking to me and how I
helped her build self-confidence: “You helped me. You helped me come a long way” (Interview
III, September 25, 2019).
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Lama was worried about what she would do after the online English course ended. I was
assigned a class at the language school but was not sure she could join it because of certain
restrictions. Although her husband was against the idea of her taking the bus, she was determined
to convince him if she could be in my class. The idea of what to do after the online English
course kept on coming up during our conversations. I tried to explain to the students that they
need to continue learning no matter what and regardless of who the teacher was. To this Lama
responded so: “If not in your class, I don’t want to attend at all” (Online observation, August 27,
2019).
The idea of being treated like a ‘baby’ was also mentioned by Hiba. Hiba tried to use the
translator to make it easy for her American neighbor to understand what she was trying to say.
However, Hiba’s neighbor objected to the translator and compared her relationship with Hiba to
that between Hiba and her son saying, “Sometimes what he’s (he in reference to Hiba’s son)
saying is mumble jumble but you still understand. I’m like that. I want to understand what you’re
trying to say” (Interview I, July 17, 2019). Hiba talked about how considerate her friend was and
how she encouraged her to speak without feeling embarrassed and enabled her to give up her
shyness.
Like Lama, Hiba received much support from her husband. In fact, Hiba’s husband had a
big role in her language-learning journey. Hiba experienced firsthand how her husband improved
in English and he set an example for her because she started to feel that if he could succeed, then
she should follow in his footsteps.
Hiba’s husband showed her how to make use of YouTube videos and after he came back
from his language classes, he would give her some worksheets to solve. He was a great supporter
of Hiba and was proud of her. One day, a friend came to visit them. As before, Hiba was sitting
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quietly and listening. Her husband noticed she was laughing, so he asked her if she understood
and she told him, “Of course, what do you think?” At that point, her husband jokingly told their
friend, “She’s studying online and can understand everything, so we should start talking in
private” (Interview II, August 31, 2019).
Hiba’s husband showed big interest in her learning and how she was developing during
the online English course. He called her after every online session and asked her how it went and
what she did. They talked for almost an hour. In the evening, they would once again discuss what
she did during the online session, and he would encourage her and tell her that she needed to
continue learning and try to memorize at least a word a day or study for fifteen minutes.
Hiba felt her husband was her major supporter. She enjoyed sharing her accomplishments
with him and telling him what she did during the online sessions. This feeling was passed on to
the children who asked their father, “So is mom better than us?” to which the father replied,
“Yes!” (Hiba laughed as she said this) (Interview III, September 27, 2019). I watched Hiba
laughing and noticed how proud and happy she was. Hiba was greatly affected by her husband’s
encouragement:
Him speaking like that motivates me. Had I been telling him what I do and not seeing a
reaction or if he told me that everybody speaks English and everybody is studying … if
he acted indifferently, then he might cause me to hate learning” (Interview III, September
27, 2019).
In her journal, she wrote, “My husband is the happiest person with my achievements.
Whenever he talks to anyone, whether family or not, he immediately tells them that I’m learning
English online. I feel he’s proud of this because this is something new to us, especially to my
family” (Journal writing, September 9, 2019).
Hiba derived joy from sharing her achievements with her husband and hearing what he
had to say about them. Seeing how fast Hiba was improving, her husband came back from class
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one day and shared his worksheets with her. He began to explain to her when to use ‘would’ and
‘should’ telling her “Learn this so you’d already know them if the teacher gives them to you”
(Interview III, September 27, 2019). Hiba’s husband had greatly affected her. Through caring
and compassion, he instilled in Hiba a sense of pride and happiness and led her to push herself to
work harder.
On several occasions, Hiba expressed her attachment to her husband and talked about
how he encouraged her and helped her. She hardly talked about anyone else but as she told me
about her childhood, she referred to her father and how he wrote her a note in her diary: “He
wrote me a sentence that I would never forget. He wrote ‘I see you as a girl older than her
years’” (Interview III, September 27, 2019). Back then, Hiba did not understand that sentence.
She wondered how her dad saw her as a responsible girl when she perceived herself as a reckless
child who continuously argued with her mom and was dependent on them.
Having lost her father, Hiba sees him in her husband: “Having my husband in my life is
just like having my father” (Interview III, September 27, 2019). Hiba started comparing between
them and told me that her husband resembled her father in many aspects. Thus, Hiba confirmed
that when her husband encourages her and supports her, “I feel my husband and dad are with
me” (Interview III, September 27, 2019).
Dual Language Instruction
This was my first experience with dual language instruction. During my long years of
teaching, I always denied knowing Arabic to push my students to avoid using it with me. I
needed to do that because I was teaching English in an EFL context where students did not have
much exposure to English and class time was their only chance to practice English. Thus, I
strove to do that by pretending I did not understand Arabic. I can, however, attest to the fact that
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knowing Arabic has allowed me to be more attentive to their needs and to the difficulties they
were likely to face while learning English.
In preparing for the online English course, I knew the students needed help in Arabic
because they were not only learning a new language but also learning how to do that using
technology. Therefore, I used Arabic to help the students who were not familiar with basic
concepts and who needed more scaffolding. I also used it when I introduced a completely new
idea I was aware would be difficult to fully comprehend in English but once I did that, I would
start applying and practicing using English.
Lama clearly expressed her wish to receive dual language instruction saying, “I’ll never
forget the meaning of a word (points to her head as she says never forget) that I was told in
Arabic” (Interview I, July 23, 2019). Prior to becoming involved in the online English course,
Lama indicated her interest in being taught English by someone who understood Arabic because
she believed this would help her understand and learn more effectively. When I first interviewed
Lama, she referred to her ability to learn English online as “a window of opportunity” (Interview
I, July 23, 2019). This opportunity did not only mean easier learning because Lama could
understand the meanings of new vocabulary that she will “never forget.” It meant integration for
Lama and having a sense of belonging as opposed to her prior experiences when she felt ignored
because her teacher did not know Arabic and felt obliged to help her Spanish-speaking students.
When I asked Lama about an English online program she listened to and what she liked
about it, she gave various reasons for liking it and one of those was “Translation into Arabic”
(Interview II, July 23, 2019).
While studying English online, Lama received a visit from a woman from an organization
that offered free services to refugees. Lama recounted the conversation that took place between
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them and how they communicated saying, “Although she spoke in English and I didn’t have a
translator, I could still answer her” (Interview II, August 26, 2019). Lama felt happy because she
could reply, which she previously had problems with and because the woman “told me that my
English is good. Therefore, I told you that when I know a word in Arabic, I cannot forget it”
(Interview II, August 26, 2019). Lama believed that receiving help in Arabic enabled her to “not
forget” what she was taught and resulted in her ability to carry out a conversation in English.
During an online session, she commented, “The most important thing for me is that I understand
in Arabic and then in English so it would never leave my head” (Online observation, September
17, 2019).
Lama had studied English at a couple of language schools since her arrival in the United
States but said she learned more in the online English course than she did after having studied for
two years at the language schools (Online observation, September 17, 2019). When I asked her
why she felt that way, she explained: “Your delivery and you using Arabic. I understand what
you say in Arabic and so I have no problem in English. There, they use all English and Spanish”
(Interview II, August 26, 2019). Lama repeatedly pointed out that her teacher used Spanish with
the other students, which put her at a disadvantage and did not allow her the benefits they had.
The idea of what would happen after the online English course filtered our conversations
several times. One day, we were talking about the language school and discussing that the
students may not be placed in my classroom because of certain restrictions. The students were
unhappy with some of those regulations, which resulted in the following conversation:
Lama: I don’t want to attend at all. If not in your classroom, I don’t want to attend.
Me: Lama, you need to go back to studying English. Don’t say I want this teacher, not
that teacher.
Student1: People generally complain that the teachers are Spanish speakers. Therefore,
most of the class is tailored to Spanish speaking students.
(Online observation, August 27, 2019)
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In her interview, Lama referred to the discussion we had above saying she agreed with
her friend because in such classrooms, “You don’t find someone supporting you” (Interview II,
August 26, 2019). Several students felt the same way and were unhappy in a classroom where
most students spoke Spanish, which made them feel left out.
Despite the long discussions I had with them about the importance of learning English
and that nothing should hold them back from learning, Lama insisted she wanted to be in my
class. I felt she was scared to return to a classroom where she could once again be ignored and
maybe laughed at. As we continued to talk, some of the other students told Lama that I did not
speak Arabic in a physical classroom to which she replied, “I got used to her (meaning me) but a
male teacher, I would be shy to tell him I don’t understand in front of the class” (Online
observation, September 17, 2019). Clearly, Lama felt comfortable around me and she probably
preferred to not deal with male teachers. I really wanted to help Lama overcome her fear of
joining a new language class. Maybe I failed in doing that, but I was content she was determined
to continue learning English on her own. Knowing Lama, I believed this was an accomplishment
that would hopefully push her further soon.
There were other students who felt like Lama in the online English course but there was
also Hiba who wanted to make the most out of every opportunity to improve and get where she
wanted. In her journal, Hiba wrote:
You were able to make me love to learn in a short time and seek learning even with other
people. I now very much wish to learn with someone else for some time to understand
what my level is like, how much I understood from you, and what are the things that I
learned. (Journal writing, August 27, 2019)
Hiba also liked that I knew Arabic since that provided her with a feeling of security
because “even though you don’t speak Arabic with us but just the fact that you know Arabic
motivated me to learn from you” (Interview I, July 17, 2019). Like Lama, Hiba also believed that
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Arab learners deserved to have an Arabic speaking teacher who could help them just like
Spanish speakers because:
When the Hispanics have a Hispanic teacher, any word that they don’t understand…
when he says it in Spanish, they wouldn’t forget it … it would stick in their mind. He
doesn’t have to say everything in Spanish. It is the same for us— Arabs … when we find
something difficult … if the teacher tells us what it means in Arabic, we won’t forget it.
(Interview I, July 17, 2019)
Hiba concurred with Lama that having a teacher who speaks Arabic makes things
simpler. When Hiba’s husband pointed out that she was improving, she agreed, “Of course
because the teacher keeps on explaining things in Arabic so when you have your language to
help, you’ll understand it better” (Interview II, August 31, 2019). Despite this agreement, Hiba
was aware that using Arabic should be limited if they wanted to improve and that they should
start using more English. Therefore, when Lama and others expressed their wish to continue
learning English with me, Hiba did not participate in the conversation, which she later explained:
Most of the ladies said if you’re not the teacher, then they won’t come, except for me. I
remained quiet. This is wrong … not belittling you but if I want to know if I benefitted, I
must try with another teacher. I cannot stick with you just because you’re explaining and
giving me information in Arabic so I should be good in English. If I want to know what
my level is like, I should study with someone else. If I manage to understand just as much
… understand and do everything, then that means that I have improved but if I feel lost,
then it means that is because it is related to Arabic. (Interview II, August 31, 2019)
Hiba’s reaction shows she was ready to move on and take responsibility for her learning.
Receiving some assistance in Arabic was helpful to her but did not stop her from aspiring to
learn English in any context. In fact, she was intrigued to test herself and see how she could
communicate with those who did not know Arabic, which she knew was essential because that
was the real test to her English.
Hiba was eager to learn English, but she always tried to do that by receiving support in
Arabic. When I first interviewed her, she talked about how she tried to learn vocabulary through
different pages she signed up for and how they provided translations under each picture. She also
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shared a program that helped her learn English where the teacher was a bilingual speaker and
resorted to Arabic to explain various English concepts. As I inquired about her need for Arabic,
Hiba declared, “When I want to learn, I need English-Arabic. I feel I can understand better”
(Interview I, July 17, 2019).
Hiba realized that Arabic was helpful to overcome certain obstacles but that she should
not completely rely on it alone. Instead, she needed to maximize her usage of English to improve
and learn faster. This was evident not only in her decision to try studying with another teacher
but also in her notetaking.
Hiba shared her notes, which show she tried to memorize new vocabulary by writing the
translation in Arabic next to the new words. However, it is evident that Hiba did not only want to
rely on translation, but also intended to use other strategies to help her learn. One such strategy
was drawing (Figure 12), which enabled her to envision what the meaning of the new word(s)
was and enabled Hiba to link between her mother tongue and English.

Figure 12. Example of Hiba’s Usage of Translation and Pictures to Learn New Vocabulary
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Another strategy Hiba adopted was writing the meaning of the new words in both
languages (Arabic and English). In Figure 13, we see an example from Hiba’s notebook where
she included both a translation of the new words in addition to their explanation in English. Hiba
wrote “look like” in English and the translation in Arabic. However, she was not satisfied with
the Arabic translation and resorted to including an example in English to help her remember how
to use it.

Figure 13. Example of Hiba Writing the Meaning of New Vocabulary in Her Native Language
and the Target Language

I noticed Hiba was trying to lessen her usage of Arabic, which meant increasing her
writing in English. This was evident in Figure 14 where she decided to limit her Arabic
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translation and instead depended on English explanations to help her remember the meaning of
new vocabulary.

Figure 14. Example of Hiba’s Increased Usage of English in Her Notetaking
Hiba tried to explain the word ‘single’ by providing a synonym ‘not married and has
kids.’ She further tried to clarify her explanation by providing another synonym for the word
‘kids.’ The two words that she probably had trouble explaining in English were ‘currently,’
which is not easy for a beginner to explain. We see that she wrote ‘now’ but I believe in her
mind she did not want to confuse it with the actual word, thus, decided to write the translation
next to it. She also had a problem with the word ‘fiancé’ and only included an Arabic translation.
A second example of Hiba’s limited use of Arabic translation could be seen in Figure 15 where
she decided to use opposites to remind her of the meaning of different words.
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Figure 15. Hiba Uses Opposites to Remember New Vocabulary
Hiba talked about what she did to maximize her usage of English. She gave an example
of what she used to do to learn new vocabulary. While listening to her, I felt she was beginning
to internalize information. She described how the pronunciation of the word ‘security’ came back
to her as she was reading it:
I started writing these words and tried not to translate them. I either draw something that
indicates their meaning or write a synonym. Some words like ‘security’, I look at it and
think how can I pronounce it? I start and then remember, Oh, this is security and it
immediately comes back to me (excited tone) so I say, although I don’t know the
meaning of some words … you feel them long … but I won’t translate them. When I’ll
try to pronounce it, it’ll come back to me. I limited Arabic usage and maximized the
vocabulary. (Interview III, September 27, 2019)
Hiba explained that a friend advised her to avoid translating because that would be the
first thing her eye would catch. She said, “I used to write a lot in Arabic but later, I stopped that
… maybe a word or two a page” (Interview III, September 27, 2019). Hiba was proud she was
doing this and could feel that this had helped her in her language-learning journey.
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Upon Hiba’s request to maximize the usage of English, I specifically used more English
when addressing her during the online sessions. For instance, when she asked me for the
meaning of the word ‘convenient,’ I provided the following explanation: “If I tell you Hiba, let’s
meet tomorrow at 10 and you tell me ‘Um. I have an appointment at 10. How about 2 o’clock?’
So, I say 2 is very convenient. It means I can do it. I am free. It’s perfect for me” (Online
observation, September 9, 2019).
Visual Learning
As a strong believer in “a picture is worth a thousand words” and being a visual learner
myself, I heavily rely on pictures in my teaching. Hiba repeatedly told me about the effect of
visuals on her. In discussing different kinds of tables and their function, it was not easy for the
students to tell the difference between them. Thus, I resorted to Google to show pictures of the
different tables. Later, Hiba remembered that session commenting, “That was special. I had
prepared that lesson but nothing like when you used Google and showed us images. Sometimes,
no matter how much you describe, something would still be missing. We need to see the thing to
know what it is” (Interview II, August 31, 2019).
Seeing pictures for Hiba allowed her to better understand new ideas and to eliminate any
misunderstanding. She relied on them to help her learn new and difficult materials. Hiba also felt
that sharing what she knew and how she learned would aid her peers. For this reason, when her
peers had a problem understanding what the word ‘block’ meant, she shared an image she found
useful and made the meaning closer. She explained, “This is why I sent the picture a couple of
days ago. I felt the ladies could not understand and I understand it but cannot explain it”
(Interview II, August 31, 2019).
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Hiba liked visuals because they allowed for better explanation. However, an even more
important benefit was that visuals helped her retain information. This is what Hiba clearly
indicated when she declared, “When I see a picture, I feel it sticks here (pointing to her head). I
never forget it” (Interview II, August 31, 2019).
Lama did not explicitly refer to my use of visuals but repeatedly commented on how I
helped them understand new ideas. During one of the sessions, I was explaining some
vocabulary and showing pictures when Lama remarked, “How can we not understand? You put
it in our heads” (Online observation, September 17, 2019). Lama referred to the same idea during
the second interview when she mentioned, “You also try several ways to help us understand. I
love this about you. You don’t ignore” (Interview II, August 26, 2019).
Stories About Using English at Home
People need inspiration and positive reinforcement to grow and succeed and they usually
turn to the people closest to them to derive that strength and power. Hiba, who is educated,
realized her husband was doing better than her and could converse with people about almost
anything. She began to wonder how he could do that and felt she needed to follow his example.
Hiba, the knowledgeable mom, needed to prove to her family that she too could learn
English and set an example for her children. Early on during the online English course, she
started to make use of what she was learning and to assume her role as a source of valuable
information.
One of the units covered in the online English course was about money. One day, Hiba’s
husband brought fake money for his children. Immediately, Hiba rose to the occasion and
announced she could help them understand the different notes and coins. Her son was proud of
his mom and turned to his father saying, “See, you should learn from mom. She is learning using
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the laptop, so she knows everything” (Interview II, August 31, 2019). Seeing that their mom was
learning English online, Hiba’s children considered her well-informed about anything to do with
technology and would ask for her assistance. They would call on her for help when they did not
know something on the laptop.
Upon interviewing Hiba the first time, I could sense her frustration and anger at not being
the figure she wanted to be for her children. When she recounted her story about mispronouncing
the word ‘apple,’ I could see how unhappy and embarrassed she was because her son pointed out
that she was not taking initiative to learn and improve. The Hiba I was talking to when narrating
the fake money incident was nothing like that first Hiba. She was exuding confidence and pride
at her accomplishments: “They all consider that I am no longer mom from the past but the new
learning mom. In their opinion, I should now know everything (laughs hard)” (Interview II,
August 31, 2019).
The old Hiba who would sit and listen to her husband speaking to people began to show
understanding, laugh at what people said, and recount what she heard. Hiba was learning fast,
something her husband was aware of. This was evident in her behavior around people speaking
English and in her conversations with her husband when she would discuss things she was
learning. He would show surprise she already knew things like how to construct sentences about
family relationships. Hiba also noticed similarities between words and began to make
associations. Upon hearing the word ‘rules,’ she thought it sounded like another word she was
familiar with (rulers). She used the translator to check how the word was spelled and started
comparing between both words and realized they were close in spelling and pronunciation and
thought to herself, “There’s no way I am going to forget this word” (Interview II, August 31,
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2019). She later taught her husband the new word and suggested he could memorize it by simply
relating it to the word ‘ruler’ leaving the ‘r’ out and modifying its pronunciation.
In the past, Hiba’s husband would study and go back home to explain things to her and
give her worksheets to practice. Things changed after Hiba started the online English course and
Hiba began to assume the role of the teacher and explain things to her husband and help him
learn. While discussing how people spend their free time and talking about the differences
between what Syrians prefer and what Americans like, we commented on the fast-paced life in
the United States and the participants were telling me how their life has changed, and how they
no longer had free time as in the past and were wondering how Americans could survive like
that. We talked about how Americans spend their weekends and how some like to relax when
taking their bath and this brought up the idea of bath bombs. My students had never heard of
those, so I pulled up pictures and told them how people use them. They told me they saw them
but never knew what they were used for. Hiba did not waste time to show her husband what she
knew; when they went shopping, she immediately pointed out the bath bombs and explained to
him how they are used telling him as she laughed, “You are still going to learn a lot from me!”
(Interview II, August 31, 2019).
Hiba did not limit herself to discussing things she had learned but exceeded that to prove
she could apply that to add humor and laughter to her house. One evening, Hiba was sitting
silently thinking when her husband walked in and asked her what she was thinking about. She
replied, “I am not OK. Can you love me extra today?” (laughs hard) (Interview III, September
27, 2019). Hiba’s sense of humor began to show in her communication with her husband. She
always made jokes in Arabic and had started to make use of her limited English to joke in
English. She tried to joke with her husband and make her sentence rhyme. She was ecstatic when
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her husband exclaimed: “Wow, and you can flirt in English!” (Interview III, September 27,
2019).
Hiba’s funny side is visible in her laughter, continuous remarks, and puns. As her
husband was getting ready to leave for work, he stumbled over his son’s toys and Hiba quickly
joked with him saying, “Be careful, be safe, be khanjar” (Interview III, September 27, 2019).
Hiba did not miss the chance to bring about laughter and play on words in her use of ‘safe’ and
‘khanjar.’ ‘Seif’ which is pronounced like ‘safe’ in English is the Arabic word for ‘sword.’ Hiba
wittingly made use of the multiple meanings of the word and used the word ‘khanjar’ in
reference to ‘a dagger’ to continue her joke.
While reflecting on her experience learning English online, Hiba commented that her
experience was fruitful “because I have learned so much and have so much vocabulary in my
head. I now automatically think about things around the house in English” (Interview III,
September 27, 2019).
Stories from Lama using English at home were limited. Lama lived alone with her
husband and his children lived with them in the same building on a different floor. She spent a
big part of the day by herself since her husband had long working hours. The only occasion when
Lama used English with her husband was to explain the difference between the usage of the
indefinite articles “a/an.” Her husband clapped for her approving of her good explanation.
Clearly, Lama needed her husband’s encouragement and looked forward to it as she commented,
“He gives me strength” (Interview II, August 26, 2019).
Lama’s brother showed concern for her and motivated her to learn. One day, Lama was
with her nephews when they asked their father a question about English, which Lama answered.
Lama’s brother exclaimed, “Oh, your aunt is better than you!” (Interview III, September 25,
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2019). After Lama told me this story, she explained that she could answer although her nephews
went to school. I felt she needed reassurance and was trying to indirectly say she was smart and
knew more than people who went to school.
Lama’s husband was not heavily involved in her studying. She would talk to him about
her online English course, but it was apparent he did not want to help her or spend his time
talking about it, which could be why she did not have many stories to share.
Linking Learning to Real Life Situations
Reflecting on my time at school, I realize that what I remember most are those things that
were taught in a fun way, things that brought a smile to my lips and joy to my heart. I also
remember things that I could relate to and make use of. Being a sensitive learner made me an
equally sensitive teacher. When preparing and delivering my classes, I keep my experiences at
the forefront of my mind and use authentic learning as my educational approach as it enables
acquisition and provides opportunities for real life problem solving. This is essential because it
allows students the opportunities to ‘do’ something and not just ‘know’ it.
I clearly remember a time in a department store in Germany when we needed to
communicate with the cashier. I summoned all the German I learned and talked to her letting her
know that she made a mistake and that she still owed us some money. My parents were confused
and were staring at me. The lady apologized and returned more cash to my father. I cannot
explain how I felt that day; I had a sense of accomplishment because I could finally make use of
what I had learned and felt that it was worth all the hard work I had put in.
My experience in Germany made me realize that we may not always understand or see a
reason behind certain matters. When I first started learning German, I felt frustration because I
did not feel I would ever need to speak it or make use of it. I had always studied French and

197

wanted to join the French class. This small and maybe insignificant incident had opened my eyes
to the fact that things happen for a good reason and that people need to appreciate any
opportunities they get and make the most out of them.
Hiba also did not see the benefit behind learning English. In Syria, her teacher would tell
her that she had nothing to lose by focusing on English and that she might find it useful one day.
Hiba never dreamed of traveling to the United States. Many years later, she understood her
teacher’s wisdom who in Hiba’s words “… made me change my idea about life” (Interview I,
July 17, 2019).
During her first few days in the United States, Hiba needed to talk with the hotel
receptionist because her son had switched the air condition from cold to hot and wanted to ask
how they could wash their clothes. She started recollecting words like ‘hot and cold’ and
conversed with a few words to explain what she needed. Like me, Hiba then understood what her
teacher meant by “… one day you’ll benefit from it” (Interview I, July 17, 2019).
Throughout the duration of the online English course, Hiba tried to make use of what she
was learning. This is reflected in the way she communicated with her family and people around
her. I could see Hiba taking every opportunity to apply what she was learning to her daily life
and showing people that she was developing and learning.
After an online session during which we talked about furniture and I showed them
pictures of different tables and explained the difference between them, Hiba’s American friends
came over to visit her. As Hiba was moving a table closer to her friend, the latter exclaimed,
“Oh, this is a big table!” This acted as a conversation opener for Hiba to explain what she had
learned that day saying, “Because we are three women, and this is no table. This is coffee table”
(Interview II, August 31, 2019). Hiba wanted to show her friend that she was advancing. She
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explained that she taught her friend three different things. When I inquired what those three
things were, she said, “The table and we are three women because I know how to pluralize the
word ‘woman’ and this is no table so I felt like I said three different things” (Interview II, August
31, 2019). Reflecting on this incident, Hiba exclaimed, “I felt as if I were teaching her something
(laughing)” (Interview II, August 31, 2019).
Upon studying the unit about directions, Hiba kept on practicing and repeating
instructions. She felt she learned much about directions and how to get to different places she
was ready to apply for her driving permit. Hiba did not only feel she could apply what she was
learning, she actually made use of it when her friend asked her how her online English course
was going, Hiba replied in English saying, “It was a piece of cake” (Interview III, September 27,
2019). Hiba proved to her friend she could put what she was learning into practice through her
use of slang English.
One day, Hiba received a call to register her son at the daycare. For the first time since
she arrived in the United States, Hiba could carry a long conversation. Hiba was proud of herself
not only because she understood but also because she could ask several questions about the place
of the daycare, the time the kids needed to be there, and if she had to attend English classes for
her son to be eligible. About the conversation, Hiba wrote, “This was the longest conversation I
had since I arrived and the first time I could understand all that information without having
someone translate for me” (Journal writing, September 2, 2019).
At day care, Hiba engaged with her son’s teacher and tried to carry out conversations
with her. Hiba was clearly proud of her ability to say grammatically correct sentences as she
narrated what they talked about and stressed that for the first time she told the teacher, “what my
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son likes and doesn’t like” Hiba repeats, “doesn’t like in English. Now, I know how to say that
(laughing)” (Interview III, September 27, 2019).
Unlike Hiba, Lama did not try to share what she was learning with others. She repeatedly
talked about the online English course with people and let them know that she enjoyed it.
However, she did not share any stories of her using English with others. When I asked her if she
tried to use more English with people, she told me she hardly ever went out, and that when she
did, she was with her husband and did not feel she needed to speak.
Stories About the Impact of the Online Course on the Participants’ Lives
Learning English online gave a new meaning to the participants’ lives. Having to prepare
prior to class, do homework, and attend was something new to them and kept them busy. It gave
a purpose to Lama’s life, who no longer wanted to waste time but wanted to take command of
her life. When her husband asked her if she wanted to go to the park, she was fast to decline,
“No, no. I want to go home. I didn’t prepare today” (Interview II, August 26, 2019).
Introducing the online English course into Lama’s life caused a shift in her interests. She
no longer enjoyed going out and spending time doing nothing but wanted to work on something
that would be of benefit to her life. This was further stressed when Lama talked about her habits
of reading the Quran. As a religious woman, Lama always read the Quran. She confirmed that
she still did but that during the online English course she had something else to work towards, so
no longer spent as much time reading the Quran. Her husband urged her to read it and prioritize
it to English since it is their Book whose laws they must abide by and by which they will be
judged. Lama was aware of that but despite that said: “Yes, English didn’t come with us, but this
is our society” (Interview I, July 23, 2019). Lama felt her current life was important and that she
needed to do something for herself to feel “happy,” a feeling that accompanied her throughout
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the online English course. In talking about how studying English online changed Lama’s life, she
explained:
I used to go have fun, chat, laugh, hear stuff that I liked and didn’t like in addition to
witnessing people arguing with each other. Now, I think let me gain even one word a day
better than that. I am a homebody. I don’t like to go out- don’t (stressed with a voice
raise) like to go out. I only go out with my husband. My brother’s house is 6 minutes’
walk from my house, but I haven’t been to it in a month and a half. Now, I have other
changes … this is more important. (Interview II, August 26, 2019)
Lama was no longer satisfied with wasting her time doing unimportant things and
joining in conversations or activities that did not add to her and became conscious she needed to
spend her time doing something that would do her well, something she deemed “important.”
Lama talked about making good use of her time, which is a quality Hiba had learned as
well. Hiba described her routine:
I am now an alarm. When my husband leaves at 9. I have an hour till 10. Sometimes, I lie
down and sometimes I don’t want to waste time, so I get up and do anything, but I have
an alarm at 9:50 so I wait for you to send the link (laughing). I keep on thinking about
when I will wake up and prepare. (Interview II, August 31, 2019)
Joining the online English course caused Hiba to become organized. She previously used
to sleep until late in the afternoon, but the online English course changed her daily routine. It was
clear how dedicated Hiba was because not only did she make sure everything was ready for her
kids prior to the online session, she also set an alarm for herself to wait and expect the link. In
fact, I always noticed that Hiba was among the first to join the online sessions and was always
eager to start.
Hiba’s attachment to the online English course helped her overcome a bad habit she had
and which caused her to have bad thoughts. In the past, Hiba had a lot of free time and would
spend it on her mobile. She compared between the past and her time during the online English
course:
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I always held my mobile and went through my pictures or kept on watching a video of
my bombed house. I was still obsessed about the past. But when I started studying, I just
wanted to finish my housework to study so I no longer had any free time and stopped
thinking about the past. It has really changed. (Interview III, September 27, 2019)
Studying caused Hiba to change to a more positive person who is productive and has no
time to think negatively or look back. She became determined to move forward and build herself
and family a brighter future, one where she has dignity and can live peacefully without being
shamed for being a Syrian. As she put it, studying has helped her remain focused on her goal.
She was talking to her mom telling her that she would be busy and calling less often. She
explained:
I now have a goal, so I am planning what I’ll be doing in the next 9 months. Prior to now,
I didn’t even think about what I’ll be cooking for the next day. I thought I’ll think when
the time comes. I never thought about the future. It’s nice to plan for the future and not
remain in the same place. (Interview III, September 27, 2019)
Hiba started to consciously work towards achieving her dream. She wrote:
My dream did not come true in my country but now with a husband and children it is
becoming true, to a small degree. Something has changed my daily routine. My desire to
learn is increasing day after day and I am very happy with what I’m doing and learning.
(Journal writing, August 19, 2019)
According to Hiba, the online English course became an “addiction” (Interview III,
September 27, 2019). When I inquired into her use of the word, she simply explained, “Like
now, it is 9:50, I would be ready holding the mobile and waiting for you to send the link.
Nothing distracts me. I really love the idea of online learning” (Interview III, September 27,
2019).
Before and Now
Prior to the online English course, I wrote a paper test, which had questions from all the
units that I intended to teach. I administered the same test prior to starting the online English
course and right after the last session. Thus, I gave the participants a pretest and a posttest. In
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doing this, I had no intention to see if they improved or if they would get better grades. It was
mainly to understand their reactions about both experiences, inquire about how they developed,
and how they felt each time they worked on the same test.
Lama who was shaking and nervous the first day I met her looked nothing like the Lama
I saw on the day she took her posttest. She confidently took the paper from me and sat on the
couch. She was calm and focused throughout the test. I was observing her every now and then
and wondering how different she had become during those eight weeks. Her reaction was normal
considering how much she learned and improved but I felt that a good reason why she looked
this serene was because she was comfortable around me. She was not afraid I might judge her or
shame her for not knowing English. Lama compared both times saying:
Now, I read the question prior to answering. I felt a little nervous first time I met you but
now I am sure I answered well. I am self-confident. I used to take a test because I had to
but now, I’ve been waiting for you to come and have been looking forward to leaving
work and meeting you. I am also eager (started crying). You helped me. You have helped
me come a long way. (Interview III, September 25, 2019)
Lama drew attention to several aspects that helped her change the way she did. Before
attending the online English course, she did not know how to read questions or how to make
sense of what the instructions required her to do. During those eight weeks, she began to read
better, which in turn affected her comprehension and ability to answer questions correctly. In her
conversations, she clearly mentioned she became a different type of learner, one who “answered
well” and was “self-confident.” This change effected a shift in her attitude towards testing in
general. She no longer felt she had to sit for a test because she was forced to, but rather because
she wanted to know what she learned and how she was doing.
I arranged to see Lama on the last day of our online English course, but she was called to
substitute for a coworker. As a result, she missed the last online session and we had to push our
meeting till the late afternoon. She was not happy about that, “I care about attending. When they
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called me to work yesterday, I didn’t want to go. If he wants to give me $100, I don’t want it”
(Interview III, September 25, 2019). Lama repeatedly talked about how she hated to miss classes
and how she wanted to seize the chance. She also emphasized that I had helped her overcome her
stuttering by instilling in her a sense of self-confidence and telling her that she was capable of
anything she put her mind to. Lama’s past experiences in the language classroom were still
limiting her; as she declared, “I wouldn’t want to go and start suffering all over again and forget
all the information that I have. I have the computer and I’ll continue working on it” (Interview
III, September 25, 2019). She informally told me that she was sad and that when her husband
asked her what was wrong, she told him that the course was about to finish and that made her sad
(Reflection, September 17, 2019).
Lama used the word “suffering” to refer to the language school. I felt that Lama was
exaggerating, especially when she said, “… forget all the information that I have.” In my journal,
I reflected on her reaction and wrote, “‘Suffering,’ … that is definitely a strong word but
considering Lama’s past experiences and how she mentioned she did not want to lose the
knowledge she got, I believe she was referring to not losing her self-confidence” (Journal
writing, September 25, 2019).
Although Lama was sad and did not want to go back to the language school, she was
determined to work hard and improve her English. When I told the students they needed to
continue learning, Lama quickly said, “We’ll continue to improve because you give us strength
… we won’t quit learning” (Online observation, September 24, 2019).
It is true that I could not convince Lama to go back to the language school, but I felt that
nothing would stop her from learning English. She commented that she was less shy than before,
“… because I can see results. I used to stutter because I felt that I was good for nothing but now I
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participate. I feel I’m a different person” (Interview III, September 25, 2019). She later continued
to talk about herself and compare between how she was prior to the online English course and
how she perceived herself at the end saying, “There’s a huge difference between the beginning
and the end” (Interview III, September 25, 2019).
I saw and felt that “difference” she talked about in her actions, in her words, and in the
absence of stuttering but more so in her reassurance, “I can now speak English, can understand,
can solve (stressed), can comprehend. I feel there will be a positive outcome. I stopped feeling
desperate” (Interview III, September 25, 2019).
Hiba had also come a long way and showed much progression and development. The first
time Hiba took the test, she did not sound completely confident about it. However, the second
time she took it, she reacted so: “I think I got them all right ... because we’d studied them all …
there’s no need for me to make a mistake” (Interview III, September 27, 2019). Like Lama, Hiba
became much more self-confident about her answers. She was content with her progress and the
way I and others around her encouraged her and pushed her to do better.
Hiba was conscious of how much she had improved during the online English course.
She explained she enjoyed having a bilingual teacher who could understand her native language
and with whom she could use Arabic should the need arise. However, she was also eager to see
how she could do with others and if she would be able to communicate with teachers who did not
speak her language. In a conversation with her husband, she talked about being in my class:
She put us on the first step. It’s very nice where she got us and now if we really want to
study, we should continue whether with her or someone else. Just like when we are at
school, we get a good teacher but the next year they might not be with us so does that
mean we learn Arabic this year and hate it the next? This is not possible. If you excel at
something, you need to continue and I didn’t like when they (in reference to her peers)
said, they won’t continue. I thought whoever wants will continue. You ask me and I will
say, I wish to continue with you because you helped us a lot, but the situation might not
enable us to continue together. (Interview II, August 31, 2019)
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Hiba is wise and logical. Like Lama, Hiba seized the chance to learn and make the most
out of the online English course, but she did not want anything to stop her. Hiba was conscious
about the vital role of teachers: “I love encouraging and motivating a lot and it all goes back to
the teacher, she either helps you love something or hate it” (Interview I, July 17, 2019). She was
aware of her abilities and had seen improvement in such a short time and thus, wanted to
progress even more to reach her goal. To this end, she told her friend: “I really want … even for
a month, week or once to take a lesson with another teacher. We got a strong foundation … this
should help push us forward” (Interview II, August 31, 2019).
Hiba is determined to overcome all obstacles and get where she wants because she hates
the word ‘refugee.’ She extensively wrote about this in her journal:
Ever since I left Syria and the term ‘refugee’ was forced on me, I felt that I lost my rights,
especially in Arab countries. They relate the word refugee to any activity, job, or
anything. Here, I felt I regained my identity. I can study. I can learn. I can work without
this word that was forced on me, something that I did not deserve. (Journal writing,
September 4, 2019)
From the onset of the English course, Hiba felt the benefits of online learning and wrote,
“I could understand what you wanted to explain. Thus, I did not feel a difference between your
presence in front of my eyes and that behind the screen” (Journal writing, July 29, 2019). Hiba’s
determination is reflected in all her actions and she is conscious of it. She commented on her
development saying, “There’s a big difference. Hiba, in the past was only interested in the house,
her children, her husband, talking to her mom, Facebook. Facebook used to take a lot of my
time… honestly, useless stuff. Now, I no longer have time” (Interview III, September 27, 2019).
After we concluded the online English course, she thanked me so: “I am this determined because
of what you told me and the motivation you provided me with” (Informal message, September
24, 2019).
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Hiba’s diligence and zeal did not lessen as time passed by. On the contrary, she became
more and more determined to learn: “After the many things that I learned, my determination to
continue and benefit has increased” (Journal writing, September 26, 2019). She also wrote:
“Every word you said is carved in my head” (Journal writing, September 24, 2019). Hiba is
clearly aware of how much she has improved in English, but she is also appreciative of the fact
that she has “… changed a lot since the beginning of the online English course (Journal writing,
September 11, 2019).
Conclusion
In this chapter, I presented stories from the online English course to provide a rich picture
about the participants’ experiences and how they felt and interacted with one another. I focused
on two participants and shared stories about their language-learning experiences at different
phases of their lives. Sharing stories about the participants’ life-learning journeys helps us
understand the impact the online English course had on them and how it affected their identities.
Narratives such as the ones presented in this chapter show how greatly the participants were
affected by the online English course. Both participants developed and grew as language
learners. Even so, there are many other factors at play here, all of which no doubt impacted how
they presented themselves among their families and in their daily lives, respectively.
In the next chapter, I shall discuss what those stories tell us about the participants. To
achieve this, I will first examine their behavior towards learning English in the past versus now
while also focusing on how their current learning experience impacted them as language learners
and how these experiences in turn affected their identity.
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Chapter 5
Discussion
This chapter provides a discussion of the narratives. I begin with a reminder of the
purpose of the study and the research questions. I then move on to discuss the findings and their
interpretation with relation to every research question and how the stories the participants shared
impacted their language learning and identities. Thereafter, I examine how I hope this narrative
inquiry will contribute to the literature and the implications it may have on online language
teaching, especially in contexts involving underrepresented populations such as refugees. I
conclude by discussing the limitations and future directions and how it is possible to further
extend the findings of this research.
In this study, I set out to explore the experiences of Syrian female refugees studying
English online and the effect that has on their identity. To better understand how the experiences
affected them and any changes they underwent, I conducted interviews at three different phases:
prior to beginning the online English course, mid-way through the course, and at the end of the
course. This served to understand their language-learning experience from a holistic perspective;
that is, to learn about their experiences prior to arriving in the United States and beginning their
online English course in addition to exploring the development and the changes they endured as
they studied English online.
I purposefully chose two focal participants who were motivated yet contributed and
communicated differently with me and the other participants. In the following sections, I will
present a discussion of the narratives the participants shared based on the research questions
outlined in this study.
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The stories I shared in Chapter 4 begin by introducing the participants when they were
first exposed to English in their country, Syria. They continued to show progression of what
happened upon their arrival in the United States and settling here. From then on, the stories were
no longer linear. Instead, I chose to focus on stories that provided details about their journey
learning English online. I showed how their identities developed and how they used English in
their interactions with the people in their new surroundings.
The narratives in Chapter 4 indirectly addressed the research questions outlined earlier.
Consequently, it is not easy to provide a straightforward answer to each question because the
stories are intertwined. However, I will try to indicate the ideas that were shared through the
stories and provide my own interpretation and understanding of each one.
In Chapter 4, I decided to keep the stories intact and not thematize them to maintain a
holistic perspective and allow for a clearer understanding of the participants’ entire experience
learning English. However, for the sake of discussion, I will identify themes that account for the
stories shared and the changes that ensued.
Syrian Female Refugees’ Perceptions About the Online English Course
The first research question has to do with the perceptions of Syrian female refugees about
the online English course. Given that this was the first time those participants ever studied online
and used a laptop, they had a feeling of awe mixed with eagerness to try something new,
understand how it works, and see if it could be beneficial for them. When discussing the online
English course, there are two components: MyTime English, which is the asynchronous part and
Google Meet, that is the synchronous sessions. With respect to the online English course, several
themes were highlighted in the narratives.
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Flexibility
This was a central focus for the participants. Both Hiba and Lama valued the flexibility
MyTime English gave them. Hiba, a mother of three children, enjoyed that she could study at
night after she was done with her housework and had attended to her children’s needs and while
her husband was out working. Having the opportunity to study whenever and wherever she
wanted was essential to Hiba who as a mother is busy all day with her children and cannot sit
quietly without being interrupted. In fact, I interviewed Hiba all three times in her house because
she did not have a place to keep her children. Throughout the interviews, her children kept on
interrupting and Hiba had to stop the interview to attend to their needs. Given Hiba’s family
commitments, she could not study English outside the house since she had no family in the
United States and did not have the privilege of enrolling her children in a day care. Thus,
MyTime English presented an opportunity for her to study when she had the time to concentrate
without the need to worry about where to keep her children. This was addressed by Lei and
Govra (2010) and Serdyukov and Serdyukova (2012) who accentuated the freedom and
flexibility online learning provides. For a person who has Hiba’s responsibilities, online learning
presents an invaluable opportunity to learn from the comfort of the home. In addition, this
flexibility means spending less money and time (Lei & Govra, 2010), something that satisfied
Hiba because as she pointed out, “there’s no restriction or the need to get dressed or leave home”
(Interview II, August 31, 2019).
Lama is a housewife but being married to a famous surgeon comes with the cost of
having to entertain many people and frequently attend social occasions. This keeps her busy and
restricts her from studying any time. Again, MyTime English provided her with the flexibility to
study at her convenience. Lama also goes to work, which restricts her from learning English as
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many of the language classes are provided on days and times when she is not free to join. Online
learning enabled Lama to study English without having to give up her work. It also allowed her
to accompany her husband for his travels but still ensured that she was not missing out on work
as she had access to the materials and could learn by herself. She could also join the live sessions
when she had the opportunity to. An additional advantage was having access to the recorded
sessions (Jolliffe et al., 2012), thus, she could listen to the parts that she missed or even repeat to
reinforce an idea.
Autonomy
As a language learner, Lama is shy and does not like to read and speak in public. She is
smart and hardworking but prefers to take her time when studying. Being in a physical classroom
with a big number of students who might shout out answers, show impatience, or make stupid
comments makes Lama uncomfortable. The online English course shielded Lama from such bad
experiences since it allowed her to work at her own pace and receive the practice she needed
without feeling embarrassed.
Given the diversity of people and their varied needs, personalities, and styles of learning,
it is important that they have the freedom to learn in the way they believe is most befitting to
their circumstances. Practicing autonomy is deemed necessary by Deci and Ryan (1985) because
it means that learners can carry out tasks on their own and make decisions. It is also indicative of
the presence of intrinsic motivation and self-confidence.
As a student, Lama did not like to make mistakes and was not satisfied until she could
answer all questions correctly. Learning English online did not only affect her understanding but
also her state of mind and how she perceived herself as a language learner. Lama repeatedly
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referred to this saying, “If I make a mistake, I repeat it (in reference to the question) several
times until I get it all right. There’s happiness in my heart” (Interview II, August 26, 2019).
The online English course enabled Lama to practice autonomy in the way she approached
the materials and studied. She did not feel pressured to answer and could repeat as many times as
she felt necessary. This helped increase her self-confidence and motivation because she could
understand the instructions, answer correctly, and improve.
Lama repeatedly talked about how happy she felt when she could answer correctly. She
also clearly indicated that she hated to make mistakes and tried to avoid such moments. Thus,
practicing on her own allowed her to escape making mistakes and feeling embarrassed and
granted her enough time to begin accepting and comprehending that mistakes are inevitable and
beneficial for learning to take place (Metcalfe, 2017).
Learning English online provided Lama with a safe environment (Birch & Volkov, 2007)
where she could experiment with the language without being worried that she would be made
fun of. Lama had recounted a couple of incidents when her teacher and the students made fun of
her, which caused her to avoid reading and led her to stutter. The online English course
represented an end to Lama’s struggle because she could prepare before the class and ensure that
her answers were correct.
Hiba also appreciated the ability to be in control and study the way she liked. Through
the online English course, she was able to repeat until she felt confident. She could also watch
videos and comprehend new grammar rules without the need to wait for my explanation. She
particularly enjoyed being in command because as she prepared for the online sessions, she
could identify which topics were challenging and would bring about much discussion. This led
Hiba to review those ideas prior to the online sessions in order to ensure her participation.
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Through the online English course, Hiba had been able to relive the past with all its
successes. Back in eighth grade, Hiba was nominated the best student in her English class. She
was very motivated and could instill in her peers a love for learning. During the online English
course, Hiba could once again show that she is an outstanding student who could assist her peers
and play the role of the facilitator. Through her engagement, she inspired others as in the case of
the student who felt jealous from her and decided that she wanted to make the most out of the
course. On several other incidents, Hiba’s questions and explanations prompted other students
and encouraged them to take part in the discussions.
Studying online spurred Hiba to become proactive and start to find answers for herself.
She would resort to YouTube videos to help her understand new ideas and provide her with
further explanation. When she found herself puzzled by the meaning of the word ‘block,’ she did
not wait to ask me but looked it up herself and tried to find a picture that would clarify the
meaning. Later, she helped bring the idea closer to her peers’ minds because she believed “once I
understand it and teach it to a friend my way, she won’t forget it because it is a traditional or a
very simple way so when one of the ladies explains, I feel that she understood it and can help me
understand it” (Interview II, August 31, 2019).
Technology allowed Hiba more autonomy as she could prepare and understand the
materials in the way that suited her needs. She enjoyed this way of learning since she could study
while eating, which “makes time fly faster. I like that … I feel it helps open my mind” (Interview
II, August 31, 2019). Thus, technology helped Hiba to develop autonomy, study at her leisure,
follow the best approach while relaxing and enjoying a snack.
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Dual Language Instruction
MyTime English includes a good number of images, which helped the participants since
they did not feel the need to use a translator. The platform is user-friendly; therefore, the
participants did not have much trouble figuring out what to do and how to work on the activities.
As someone who has taught online for almost two decades, I was conscious of the
difficulties the students would face studying online given their limited proficiency in English and
the fact that this was their first experience with online learning. Although the students could see
me and I heavily made use of images, I still needed to motivate them and make things easier for
them. I therefore decided that using their native language will make things simpler and allow for
better understanding.
Dual language instruction has been greatly debated among language practitioners with
some advocating for it and others warning against its shortcomings. Results from a couple of
large-scale research by Thomas and Collier (1997, 2002) show that students’ native languages
act as a resource rather than an impediment and have several benefits. In fact, there is
considerable evidence that dual language instruction can positively impact learners’ cognitive
development and social growth (Cummins, 1995; Hakuta, 1986).
Lama quickly shared that she was interested in joining the online English course because
her friends told her that I speak Arabic, which to her was “a window of opportunity” (Interview
I, July 23, 2019). Lama strongly believed that if she knew something in Arabic, then she would
learn it faster in English and never forget it. She tried her best not to miss classes because as she
put it, “Those who work can reap the results whereas those who don’t won’t find it fruitful”
(Online observation, August 7, 2019). Lama could improve and see results in a short time since
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dual language instruction enabled her to improve her literacy skills in both languages (August &
Shanahan, 2006).
Using Arabic in the online English course did not only ensure that Lama understood what
was being taught, it also allowed her to feel equal to others. Lama complained that she was not
getting help like the rest of the students because her teacher told her, “I can’t help you. I don’t
know Arabic, but I need to help them (in reference to her Spanish speaking students)” (Interview
I, July 23, 2019).
Lama repeatedly defended the idea of receiving instruction in Arabic since her peers were
being taught in Spanish. She did not approve of being left out because of the pretext that the
teacher did not know her native language. Lama felt discrimination because, “You don’t find
someone supporting you” (Interview II, August 26, 2019).
Receiving instruction in Arabic caused Lama to understand and feel supported so much
so that she declared, “I only learned a few sentences or maybe words after having studied for a
year at (name of language school) and three months at (name of another language school)
whereas in this online course, I am comfortable, and I am learning fast” (Interview II, August 26,
2019).
Studying English online with the support of Arabic and with a teacher and peers who
understood her native language provided Lama with a sense of inclusion and helped her
overcome feeling like an inferior who did not belong in class. This is in tandem with findings
from Hykova’s (2004) study that online learning can foster equality to minority groups. In fact,
Lama who always sought “to be equal to people” (Interview I, July 23, 2019) objected to being
left out when one of her peers took her turn and answered a question that was originally
addressed to her saying, “I felt very small that day. It’s my question and you answer it. Do you
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want to make me feel that you’re better than me or smarter than me?” (Interview II, August 26,
2019).
Hiba also expressed satisfaction for being taught using Arabic and English. She did not
feel that she needed support in Arabic as much as Lama did, but it provided her with a sense of
security since she knew that she could always use Arabic if she felt the need to. Feeling that she
could resort to me for help any time she needed might have motivated Hiba to experiment with
the language and try to study harder and faster as she said, “… that feeling pushed me to
understand everything – my teacher is an Arab (giggling)” (Interview I, July 17, 2019).
Throughout the online English course, Hiba assisted her peers and engaged in explaining
new topics. Even when I did the explanation, she would try to provide a different example from
her own life in order to clarify the idea. Struggling to explain the meaning of ‘piece of cake’ to
the students, Hiba interjected and provided a similar example from Arabic. She later shared the
story with her husband and told him, “It took the teacher an hour to explain it to us, so I told her
adit kousayeh (laughs) (this is an Arabic term meaning ‘a bite of squash’, which we use in
reference to how close a person is to getting to a place)” (Interview III, September 27, 2019).
Hiba clearly felt proud of her achievement and that she was able to bring the idea closer to her
peers’ minds when I struggled to do so. Hiba felt resourceful and valued for sharing something
from her native language (Thomas & Collier, 2002), thereby avoiding any misunderstanding.
Lifestyle
Studying English online required both participants to put in much effort since they were
not only learning English but also learning how to do that by themselves using technology. For
the first time, they found themselves responsible for their own learning. Although they would
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attend the online sessions, ask questions, and receive explanations, they were aware they would
benefit much more if they came prepared.
Being held accountable for their own learning demanded they change their lifestyle. Hiba
described the online English course as an “addiction” (Interview III, September 27, 2019). Hiba
used to sleep in and wake up late during the day to do the housework. However, studying helped
her change her daily routine as she realized she could no longer continue with the same lifestyle.
As a result, she would wake up early and have everything ready for her children before it was
time for class. Prior to the online session, she would be holding her mobile eagerly waiting for
me to send the link.
In addition to maintaining an organized and more structured lifestyle, the online English
course changed Hiba’s outlook on life and led her to become more focused and determined to
reach her goal. Hiba described this change:
I always held my mobile and went through my pictures or kept on watching a video of
my bombed house. I was still obsessed with the past. But when I started studying, I just
wanted to finish my housework to study so I no longer had any free time and stopped
thinking about the past. It has really changed. (Interview III, September 27, 2019)
Studying English online provided Hiba with a purpose since she realized she was
responsible for her own learning. She no longer had time to reflect on the past and remember sad
moments. Keeping busy resulted in a positive change in Hiba’s life: it energized her, gave a
meaning to her life, and provided her with something to look forward to.
Lama did not have many responsibilities. Apart from her part-time job, she remained
alone at home for a big part of her day as her husband and his children went to work and school.
Thus, she felt her life was empty and began questioning her lifestyle saying, “I want to do
something for myself. What good is this house going to do me?” (Interview I, July 23, 2019).
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Lama’s life has always rotated around her family. Before marriage, she lived for her
siblings and came to the United States upon their request. After marriage, Lama still lived for
others. As a wife, she socialized to please her husband and she even went to work to support her
family overseas. As part of the online English course, Lama needed to prepare for class and work
on her own, therefore, for the first time she felt she was doing something for herself. When she
felt she was learning and improving, she began to enjoy it and look forward to the online
sessions. It became a source of “happiness” for her and part of her daily routine. Lama talked
about this source of happiness saying, “I always read Quran before but now I leave the Quran
(starts laughing). I used to read a juz’ (juz’ is part of the Quran). I still read but now I have
something else to think about” (Interview II, August 26, 2019).
The feeling that accompanied Lama led her to change the way she spent her days. She
still read Quran but after she started studying English, she began to allocate time for that.
Studying had changed her interests; thus, she no longer wanted to go out but rather preferred to
stay home. One day after she had dinner out with her husband, he wanted to go to the mosque, so
Lama, “… told him not to be late. He was surprised and asked if I wanted to go to the park and I
told him, ‘No, no, I want to go home. I didn’t prepare today’” (Interview II, August 26, 2019).
As time passed, Lama began to abandon her old life; she no longer enjoyed what she used
to do and believed it was more useful for her to learn than waste her time on useless things.
Lama was enjoying her classes so much so that she even stayed away from her brother whose
“house is 6 minutes’ walk from me, but I haven’t been to it in a month and a half. Now, I have
other changes … this is more important” (Interview II, August 26, 2019). The changes Lama
referred to had resulted in a shift in her lifestyle from doing things for others to doing something
for herself that benefits her and keeps her happy.
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Attitude
Originally both participants had their fears about studying English online. It was an idea
that was entirely new and unheard of; hence, it was not surprising they were skeptical about it
and unaccepting of it given they had never touched a laptop before. Hiba confessed: “Had I not
known you, I would have completely rejected it. I reject it because it is something new, all in
English, new idea” (Interview I, July 17, 2019). Having studied with me in a physical classroom
encouraged Hiba to try this new experience despite her many doubts. Hiba was anxiously
waiting to begin the course so she could understand how learning would take place. The trial
session soothed her nerves and assured her things would be fine. She began experiencing a
change in attitude upon seeing the laptop as she expressed: “I thought it was a mountain only to
realize it’s a pebble (laughing hard)” (Interview I, July 17, 2019). During the first week of online
sessions, Hiba was disinterested but she soon changed her attitude as she realized she had a good
opportunity to learn. Hiba became accustomed to the idea of online learning and liked it. She felt
more relaxed around the laptop and enjoyed it so much so that she finally declared: “I felt no
difference- on the contrary, I was more comfortable. Yes, I liked it (emphasis)” (Interview II,
August 31, 2019).
Lama’s reaction was not much different at the beginning. When her friends informed her
about the online English course, Lama did not believe it would be possible to study online.
However, it did not take Lama long to take a liking to this new way of learning. In fact, she was
motivated to learn, and this was evident in her attempt to join the first online session from the
DMV. Soon, Lama became attached to the laptop and started looking forward to the online
sessions saying, “The day we have a class, we start at 10 but I cannot wait till then. I get up early
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to get ready and have the laptop ready. I feel something is making me happy” (Interview II,
August 26, 2019).
Lama’s happiness stemmed from the fact that she was not only learning English but also
learning how to operate the laptop, which made her “double happy” (Informal conversation,
August 7, 2019). Lama repeatedly used the word “happy” to describe her feelings about the
entire experience, which goes beyond learning and using technology to involve possessing a
sense of autonomy and feeling self-sufficient.
Both Hiba and Lama joined the online English course with many doubts; however, those
soon evaporated and were replaced by much zeal and energy to learn and make the most out of
the experience. Their positive perspective and outlook effected production and significantly
improved their mental wellbeing.
Results from the OLRS foreshadowed how Hiba and Lama would react to the online
English course. Looking at the results of S1 (Hiba), she scored highest on the MfL dimension
showing that she was clearly motivated to learn even before starting the online course. Second in
line came her score for the SDL, which explains her behavior throughout the online English
course. Hiba managed her time well, sought assistance, and had clear goals and those were
evident throughout her online learning experience. Next came her score in CISE. This dimension
indicates Hiba’s ability to find answers for herself and use the internet to that effect. Hiba
showed equal confidence in the last two dimensions, that is LC and OCSE. As for the learner
control, Hiba showed less confidence in that area as compared to her previous responses to the
SDL dimension, which is normal considering that this is her first experience studying online. It
portrays Hiba as a learner who knows what she wants but has doubts about the online context
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being a new experience. This no doubt is equally clear in her responses to the OCSE, where she
expressed she is not fully confident about using tools such as the email.
With respect to Lama (S2), she scored highest on the LC, MfL, and SDL respectively,
which indicates she was ready to work on materials for as long as she needed and was clearly
motivated to do that. As for OCSE, Lama indicated she was quite comfortable using online tools
and communicating online. In fact, she struggled a little at the beginning but improved as the
course was underway. Finally, Lama scored lowest on the CISE dimension, which proved to be
her weakest point throughout her entire online experience.
Syrian Female Refugees Negotiating Identities as Language Learners
The second research question tackles how Syrian female refugees negotiate their
identities as language learners during the online English course. Both participants experienced
many changes throughout the English course. Those changes were obvious and discussed by
Hiba and Lama themselves, the rest of the participants, friends and family, and finally me since I
could firsthand experience their growth and development.
In discussing changes to the participants’ identities, I outline different themes that
characterize how Lama and Hiba negotiated their identities as they reacted to different events.
Hesitant/Assertive
Lama’s previous experiences in the language classroom affected her participation and led
her to become a cautious language learner. At the beginning of the online course, Lama mostly
listened and only answered when she was addressed. She hated to make mistakes, which caused
her to avoid involvement. This resulted in a misunderstanding between her and one of the
students who answered instead of her.
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I was fearful this incident would drive either Lama or the other student away but on the
contrary, it helped put things into perspective and from then on, all students communicated well
and worked as a community whereby they enforced Wenger et al.’s (2011) “learning
partnership" (p. 9). Through interaction, Lama and her peers came to a better understanding of
what they were doing. Working towards the same goal, to learn English, they interacted,
collaborated, and supported one another.
Lama who lacked self-confidence was able to overcome her fear of making mistakes and
slowly became more involved and built confidence. Towards the end of the course, we see Lama
increasing her participation and providing answers to different questions. During various
activities, Lama enjoyed competing with her peers. She would laugh, tease, and cry out in
happiness when the opposing team gave a wrong answer. Sometimes, when she knew the
answer, she would even try to help them.
Hiba’s experience studying English in the past was positive. She was nominated the best
student in eighth grade, which helped boost her self-confidence. From the outset of the online
English course, Hiba exhibited an assertive attitude. During the first few sessions, she felt she
was not learning much, but she quickly reassessed her role, worked harder, and became more
involved. She started bringing questions, which caused many discussions and helped her and her
peers.
Hiba’s role in the course surpassed being a student to include becoming a facilitator. This
was clear when she helped explain how to form yes/no questions in the “present continuous”
time frame. While working with others, she provided answers and when her peers did not
understand her choice, she discussed it with them and provided explanations that made things
clearer. Hiba put her knowledge and understanding at the service of her peers; she discussed
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ideas with them and shared information. Hiba showed concern for the welfare of others as in the
following example when she explained the difference between ‘in front of’ and ‘across’:
Hiba: (Name of student), in your sentence it’s true he’s standing in front of the shop but
there is a street and he is on the other side but in my sentence, he’s right next to the door
so we say, ‘in front of.’
Student: OK, thank you.
Hiba: You’re welcome.
(Online observation, September 4, 2019)
Hiba did not try to show she knew more than her peers but rather helped in a friendly
manner by saying, “It’s true”. Adopting this role, Hiba contributed to explaining new ideas,
assisted her peers, and brought about discussions, which enhanced learning. Hiba valued
working with her peers as a community, sharing knowledge and learning with them, which is at
the heart of CoP. She believed exchanging knowledge led to learning: “When a student explains,
I feel she can help me understand it even better because we are equal” (Interview II, August 31,
2019). The participants formed a CoP since they came together to learn English online. They
shared interests because they all aspired to learn English to communicate with their new
surroundings and eventually apply for the American citizenship. The participants also formed a
community whereby they learned together, shared information, assisted each other, held
conversations about different topics, negotiated ideas (Wenger, 1998), and even went beyond
those to show concern for each other, advise each other, and joke with each other. In addition,
they shared practice through sharing experiences, stories, and information.
For a community to show coherence, Wenger (1998) emphasized three main dimensions:
mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and shared repertoire, which were all supported through the
participants’ interactions. Mutual engagement does not only refer to instances whereby the
participants work together on different activities but also to opportunities that give rise to further
discussions (Guldberg & Mackness, 2009) as in the example where Hiba started inquiring about
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dependent and independent clauses. This caused the entire class to discuss them and provide
answers.
The participants were not only concerned about their own learning. They also cared for
each other and made sure all were involved. To that end, they shared information and explained
ideas in a fun atmosphere without causing anyone to be embarrassed, which accounts for the
presence of a joint enterprise. They strove to make the online course successful for everyone.
They also had a shared repertoire through their stories, jokes, actions, and routines. For example,
Hiba demonstrated her interest in a joint enterprise since she did not object to discussing simple
ideas but rather offered help and attempted to make the course successful.
The CoP formed in this study influenced the participants’ identities through engaging in
different discussions and negotiating meanings. Hence, Hiba and Lama’s identities (as well as
the rest of the participants) were shaped by their own experiences and the collective practices of
the community. Using both English and Arabic, all participants had the opportunity to engage in
all activities and conversations and allowed for more negotiation of meaning.
Resorting to Arabic when the participants were confused allowed for the inclusion of all.
I ensured none were excluded from any discussions and emphasized they were all valued for
their knowledge and participation. The participants developed an identity of belonging, which
enabled them to interact freely without feeling embarrassed. Fostering a positive environment
allowed for everyone’s inclusion and even led to the creation of a family-like atmosphere where
all participants were involved, shared knowledge, and engaged in discussions without fear of
being judged.
Wenger (1998) saw value in CoPs since they allowed for productive learning without
excluding anyone. This was the case with Lama who soon realized she was part of a CoP where
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everyone encouraged her and did not try to leave her out. Community as explained by Wenger
(1998) does not imply homogeneity but rather diversity since people are different. This
difference provides everyone a “unique identity” (p. 76).
Lama and Hiba expressed their satisfaction with the online learning experience and talked
about how it helped them improve in many ways. Considering the change in Lama and how
learning online helped her become a more involved student, it is worth investigating if this is
related to the effect of the online environment on her learner anxiety. In fact, many researchers
focused on language learner anxiety in traditional settings (Blake, 2008; Chametzky, 2017;
Krashen, 1981). They discussed how language learners feel apprehension and experience fear
when using a second or foreign language. However, there has not been much research on learner
anxiety in online settings. In fact, a few studies focused on how technology can help lessen
language learners’ anxiety (Ellis, 2006; MacIntyre, 1999; Zhang & Rahimi, 2014) but it is still
unclear how it can affect it (Aydin, 2018; Godwin-Jones, 2005). Focusing on learner anxiety is
beyond the scope of this research, but this area is worth exploring in the future, especially in
view of Lama’s story and how she could overcome her shyness while studying online.
Dependent/Independent
The online English program addressed Lama’s need to take her time before answering
and repeating exercises until she was assured she fully understood. This raised her selfconfidence and resulted in her happiness, which affected her motivation and her desire to learn
English. As such, the features inherent in this online program allowed for an increase in Lama’s
intrinsic motivation since it fosters autonomy and allows for self-direction (Deci & Ryan, 1985).
Lama said she wanted to learn English: “to be equal to people, neither above them nor below
them. I want to be like everyone … to be able to communicate and talk to people the way they
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talk to me” (Interview I, July 23, 2019). According to self-determination theory, individuals are
affected by three inherent psychological needs: competence, relatedness, and autonomy (Ryan &
Deci, 2000).
Based on SDT, Lama possessed the three psychological factors that are necessary for
people to develop. Having a sense of community and working with others who welcomed her
input made her feel appreciated and encouraged her to share the practice and develop a sense of
relatedness. Lama also began to feel she was improving, completing tasks accurately, and
becoming involved in all conversations. Accordingly, she also had a sense of competence. As for
autonomy, Lama was trying to be in control of her own learning. She was studying by herself
and completing activities individually. In order to practice autonomy, people need to exhibit selfconfidence, something Lama did not fully possess. Although she knew she was doing better,
Lama still wanted assurance from people around her and repeatedly asked how she was doing.
During the online course, Lama started to change and show more self-confidence. She felt this
difference when she announced how comfortable she was with the online course because she no
longer had “to wait for the teacher to help me but now I can work by myself. This is a big
difference” (Interview September 25, 2019). With respect to her husband, Lama was dependent
on him and expected him to help her but when she realized he was avoiding her, she declared: “If
he doesn’t want to help me, that’s not the end. I told him as you wish but I’m going to help
myself” (Interview III, September 25, 2019).
Lama repeatedly asked me if I felt she was doing better. During one of the online
sessions and after she successfully completed an activity, she asked, “Do you feel we’re
improving?” (Online observation, August 26, 2019). It was striking that Lama did not
specifically ask about herself but asked on behalf of the entire group. Lama’s sense of belonging
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and the fact she felt she was part a CoP led her to increase her self-confidence and feel she was
‘equal’ to others, something she was yearning for and looking forward to achieving. In fact,
beginning to feel secure and equal to her peers caused Lama to reject that she could be having
difficulties when her friend hinted at that. Lama quickly denied that saying, “No, no, no. I didn’t
miss anything. I did it on my own at home” (Online observation, September 10, 2019).
Lama built a connection to her online English course since she sensed she was cared for
and respected. She also experienced competence through the positive feedback she got from both
me and later her peers upon letting her know she was comprehending at a faster pace than they
were. Lama’s wellbeing had improved because her needs for competence and relatedness were
met. However, autonomy was not fully displayed since she was still unable to take control of her
own learning. According to SDT, Lama was experiencing introjected integration, which is
partially internal. As McEown and Oga-Baldwin (2019) put it, “this type of regulation is marked
by the need to resolve feelings of socially oriented pressure stemming from within the learner”
(p. 11). As such, Lama’s inability to become autonomous had to do with her personal life and
how she was being treated at home, which will be discussed in detail in RQ3. As a language
learner, Lama experienced changes in her identity since she became more motivated to learn and
was also improving. However, she was still not liberated and did not experience full autonomy.
Hiba also experienced changes to her identity. She had much determination and felt she
could play a positive role through assisting and showing concern for her peers. Therefore, she
had a strong sense of relatedness and competence. She also had a sense of autonomy. Hiba
enjoyed working by herself and being in control of her own learning. She felt accomplished
when she could successfully complete activities by herself. Seeing how fast she was improving
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and receiving encouragement from me and acknowledgment from her peers led her to work
harder and find ways to learn faster.
Hiba did not feel restricted by others and worked at her own pace. She had completed
several units ahead of them. Caring about the success of her peers and their welfare, Hiba
decided she would study by herself and not rush them. In consequence, she often tried to find
solutions to problems and came up with ways to help her learn better. This is clear in her attempt
to learn new vocabulary when she said, “I limited Arabic usage and maximized the vocabulary”
(Interview III, September 27, 2019). She also tried to come up with strategies that would help her
learn more as in the example of the listening activity when she decided to read the questions
prior to listening.
Hiba’s desire to have full control of her own learning is evident in her approach to
studying and even more in her desire to explain things to her peers and resorting to YouTube for
assistance. Hiba felt that YouTube allowed for a better understanding of some ideas, especially
when she needed more assistance in Arabic or when she was trying to make sure she fully
understood a certain grammatical rule. Through YouTube, Hiba took initiative to be responsible
for her own learning and most of the time, she could comprehend ideas by herself and did not
feel the need to ask me for explanations.
Hiba began as a strong and confident student but as time progressed, her role changed to
that of a facilitator and she began to have a central role in the online course, which caused her to
become an independent learner. As with Lama, Hiba’s identity change in the online classroom is
related to personal factors and the effect of her family on her, which will be elaborated on in
RQ3.
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Shy/Determined
Upon meeting Lama, I immediately noticed how nervous and shy she was. She continued
to apologize for not knowing things and for her need to ask questions. I had to assure her that
asking questions was part of learning and that I was there to help her.
At the beginning of the online course, Lama was quiet and would only participate if I
called on her. She even asked me to assign questions so everyone would have an equal chance. I
usually made sure all students had turns answering but I also wanted them to feel free and openly
discuss ideas without feeling restricted because they already spoke. With time, I realized that
Lama felt extremely shy and hated to make mistakes, so she avoided participating unless she
knew the answer.
Lama’s shyness was also related to her stuttering. I could feel her discomfort when I
asked her to read. I pretended I did not notice it and calmly repeated the words for her, asked her
to reread them, and encouraged her. I would tell her she was doing well and improving. Soon,
Lama started to read more fluently, and the stuttering lessened and became almost non-existent.
Lama’s stuttering started after her teacher and friends in Syria laughed at her for
misreading a word. The same thing happened again in a different context with a different teacher
and students, which caused her to lose self-confidence and avoid reading by excusing herself and
going to the restroom. I felt Lama was slowly getting over her shyness but that something was
still holding her back. I was not sure what it was, but I continued to praise her and let her know
she was doing well. A few weeks after the course started, Lama shared one of those negative
experiences, which put things into perspective and allowed me to understand her shyness. Upon
sharing her experience, we extensively discussed what had happened with her, my understanding
of things, and how I felt she needed to leave all that behind her if she wished to progress and
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learn. Lama then blurted, “NOOOOO. My spirits are soooooo high now especially after what
you and my husband told me” (Interview II, August 26, 2019). Lama shared her humiliating
experience after she built confidence and was assured I would not treat her the way her previous
teachers did. Her elongated “NOOOOO” and “soooooo” emphasize the change she was
experiencing and how she was no longer embarrassed. Although I was not aware of Lama’s
negative episode, I tried hard to motivate her and instill confidence in her because I felt her need
for that. Showing concern for Lama’s wellbeing affected how Lama viewed herself and led her
to strive to become equal and work to achieve her goal (Noddings, 2012).
Having shared her secret and upon realizing that I did not approve of what had happened
but rather worked hard to support her, Lama realized I wanted to do what was in her best interest
and that I genuinely cared about her. I continuously commended her work and showed her that I
had high expectations for her. Lama felt my caring motivation, which pushed her to work harder
and to overcome her stuttering. When I inquired what it meant for her to study English, Lama
commented:
Nobody (stressing and raising her voice) used to pay attention to me. Nobody … I’ve had
this (pointing at the laptop) for 2 years … No one wants to pay attention to me or teach
me. Even if they do, they won’t explain to me like a teacher but now I’m experiencing
changes. My self-confidence is higher. I’m motivated. I feel comfortable. (Interview II,
August 26, 2019)
Lama acknowledged the challenges she was facing and with my support, she tried to
overcome them. Through ethics of care, Lama was able to see the potential in her and draw on
her abilities. About that she said, “You treated me differently, I no longer stutter and thus, I must
take your words into consideration. Why should any of the girls be better than me? I must have
self-confidence” (Interview II, August 26, 2019).
Hiba did not have Lama’s problems. She was open and easily communicated with her
peers. However, even Hiba needed caring and encouragement to help her achieve her goals.
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When I first met Hiba, she emphasized she needed to learn English: “to strengthen my
knowledge of the language to better communicate with my kids, especially that my kids are now
more inclined to use English” (Interview I, July 17, 2019). When I inquired about Hiba’s dreams
for the future, she quickly denied having any of her own saying:
Frankly, I like to remain the mom. I don’t like to go out and have something else on my
mind like being a teacher. I think if that’s what I wanted, I should have started before. I
feel I am a mom and this mom must be a teacher for her children. This is what I want.
(Interview I, July 17, 2019)
Throughout the online course, we see Hiba playing the role of the facilitator and assisting
her peers. She became aware of her own potential and found joy in what she was doing. Hiba
commented on how she enjoyed preparing for the online sessions because, “I feel myself a
teacher” (Interview II, August 31, 2019).
During an online session, I asked the students about their dream job and Hiba confidently
answered, “Teacher” (Online observation, September 24, 2019). Exposure to the online English
course made Hiba aware of her abilities and she enjoyed her role so much so that she declared
she wanted to be a teacher. In fact, surprisingly, Hiba soon changed her idea about wanting to
learn English for her children only saying, “there’s now something private to me, something I am
not giving to anyone but to myself, which is learning and this is why I like it so much”
(Interview III, September 27, 2019).
Hiba repeatedly talked about how I motivated her to learn and move forward. In her
journal she wrote: “Your presence and efforts increased my love for learning” (August 19, 2019).
Hiba kept telling me how much she had learned from me and how I motivated her to study to
reach her goal. She wrote: “Every word you said is carved in my head” (Journal writing,
September 24, 2019).

231

Having built a caring relationship and environment with my students (Owens & Ennis,
2005) allowed them to experiment with the language and communicate about different topics,
which led to effective learning. In consequence, Hiba appreciated the opportunity she had with
me and decided she would not waste time but seize any chance she had to continue learning. She
told her husband, “It’s very nice where she got us and now if we really want to study, we should
continue whether with her or someone else” (Interview III, September 27, 2019).
Hiba started as a confident learner but through caring, she began to see her true self and
realized she could do much more than she thought she was capable of. This increased her
motivation and helped her achieve big strides in her learning journey. She reflected: “I am this
determined because of your words and the motivation you provide me with” (Journal writing,
September 24, 2019).
In all, both Lama and Hiba have negotiated different identities as language learners. They
changed and developed during the eight weeks and were not the same language learners with
whom I started the language course. Table 6 summarizes the changes they underwent.
Lama and Hiba referred to the caring relationship we had, which enabled them to
overcome problems, challenge themselves, and in the process boost their self-confidence, and
advance in English.
Reflecting on my experience in this research and Lama and Hiba’s reference of a caring
teacher, I tried to understand that with reference to Noddings’s (1999) model of a caring teacher.
Noddings’s model included 4 main components. The first one is modeling, which refers to
showing concern for the growth of the students and in turn instilling in them the love of caring
for others. Teachers “… want to show in [their] behavior what it means to care” (Noddings,
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1995, p. 190). The participants shared examples of how I cared for them and we clearly see how
Hiba cared for her peers.

Table 6
Summary of Changes in the Participants’ Identities
Lama
Hesitant

More engaged

Dependent

More competent but still
dependent
A more fluent reader and
almost no stuttering

Shy

Hiba
Assertive

Facilitator

Independent

Autonomous learner

Determined

Sees herself as a teacher

The second component is dialogue, which allows for the existence of a trusting
relationship. Noddings emphasized the importance of listening since it shows respect and allows
those engaged to become better informed. While engaging with the participants, I told them their
opinion matters and I would like to hear from them about anything. When one of them
complained about the pace, I did not ignore that but took her complaint seriously and tried to find
a solution that could satisfy all. Showing care and concern made her reassess her position and
encouraged her to become more involved.
Noddings’ third component is practice, which refers to providing opportunities to
students to care for others by supporting them and providing help. The participants genuinely
cared and supported each other’s progress. Hiba acted as a facilitator whereby she assisted her
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peers to succeed. Lama found in the online English course a haven that shielded her from any
nasty remarks. Here, she could speak and discuss freely without feeling worried she will be
judged or made fun of.
Finally, the last mean of caring is confirmation, which refers to encouraging students and
praising them. Noddings (1995) believed “through confirmation, the teacher encourages and
shapes the student by assisting in the construction of his or her self-ideal” (p. 223). Both Hiba
and Lama talked about how confirmation enabled them to overcome challenges and encouraged
them to work harder to achieve their goals.
Ethics of care had an important role in shaping the participants’ experience and has
influenced how they viewed themselves as language learners. This in turn affected their selfconfidence and impacted their identity. Lama was no longer shy but knew she needed to speak
and make mistakes to learn; which resulted in her engagement in class. Hiba who was originally
confident realized she could do much more than take part in class and became aware of her own
potential. It has reinvigorated her dream to become a teacher.
Considering Wenger’s (1998) understanding of identity, both participants negotiated
“rich and complex” (p. 162) identities as they participated in the online English course. Those
identities reflected an experience that was lived and included communication within a
community. They were not static and fixed but rather ongoing. To understand the present, both
the past and the future were included; accordingly, their present identity is affected by other
practices they were a part of and other memberships. As such, identity involves a combination of
the local and the global.
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Given that one’s identity is impacted by a variety of factors and the people surrounding
them, there is a need to examine how those affected Hiba and Lama, which will be discussed in
RQ3.
Experiences Using English Outside the Class
Research Question 3 explored how Syrian female refugees use English in their daily life
while participating in the online English course. This necessitates focusing on Lama and Hiba’s
experiences using English with their families and society at large.
Child/Teacher
Lama and Hiba played contrasting roles within their families. Ever since she arrived in
the United States, Lama felt dependent on her siblings to take her to places. Accompanied by
someone, Lama never felt the need to worry about speaking English. However, after she got
married, Lama started to develop a sense of not belonging. At home, her husband’s daughter did
not speak Arabic, which prevented Lama from communicating with her. Married to a surgeon,
Lama often went to social events where she felt excluded and humiliated for not being “equal”.
Being used to being taken care of, Lama insisted that her family should treat her like a
child so she could learn English. She felt that with care and attention she would learn. On several
occasions, she brought up the idea of being taught like a little one: “Treat me like a baby and
teach me” (Interview I, July 23, 2019). Lama’s husband felt she was not serious about learning
and not putting enough effort. This offended Lama who reacted: “If you talk to me like a little
child and say get me this plate, this kettle… is it possible that I wouldn’t comprehend?! (tone
showing surprise)” (Interview I, July 23, 2019).
Lama was dependent on those around her and did not feel the need to be independent.
This was clear when I asked her about her zip code. She told me she did not know it. When I
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showed surprise and told her she needed to know it in case she lost her way, she laughed and said
she would ask someone to tell her. Being dependent on people is something Lama’s husband did
not approve of. He was trying to make Lama understand the importance of doing things by
herself be that going to school, driving, or even learning English.
Lama is fragile and sensitive which she explains is due to “what I have seen and been
through, death and war and I raised my family” (Interview III, September 25, 2019). As a child,
teenager, and adult, the only life Lama knew revolved around her family, taking care of them,
and ensuring they were safe and happy. She neglected herself and did not marry until late
because she felt protective of them. Lama treated her siblings like they were her own children.
Lama is a giving and caring person; she sacrificed her life for her family. For someone as
kindhearted as Lama, it is difficult to understand why people do not go the extra mile to help.
Lama believed it was normal for her husband to want to help her and do anything to make that
possible. Lama’s husband, however, grew in a different culture where people are taught to be
independent and autonomous. It was difficult for Lama’s husband to understand what was
restraining his wife and why she could not free herself.
Lama sought attention and demanded help. Her husband told her she could pick English
at home since he spoke English with his children and grandchildren. Soon, Lama realized she
would never learn because “… no one teaches anyone (raised the pitch of her voice)” (Interview
I, July 23, 2019). Everybody was busy with their lives; they all went to work and school, and
Lama remained at home attending to their needs until she began to feel, “The house will give me
nothing in return” ((Interview I, July 23, 2019).
Lama needed much encouragement and support to overcome her shyness and fear of
speaking in public. She looked up to her husband and demanded recognition from him. He would
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tell her, “When you put your mind to something, you can do it no matter how difficult it is”
(Interview II, August 26, 2019). Lama felt stronger when her husband supported her and told her
to believe in herself. She stopped worrying about making mistakes saying, “He did me a great
favor when he told me, ‘if you don’t make a mistake, you won’t improve’” (Interview II, August
26, 2019).
Lama’s husband tried to help her at times by writing words for her and teaching her
pronunciation. She recited an incident when she explained the use of indefinite articles and how
he reacted saying, “HAYYYYY! Here comes the English!” (clapping her hands) (Interview II,
August 26, 2019). Receiving support from her husband was important to Lama since she
believed: “He gives me strength” (Interview II, August 26, 2019). Lama needed her husband’s
positive reinforcement to push her to success (Rumfola, 2017).
Things did not remain the way Lama aspired. Soon, her husband began to avoid her and
refrained from helping her, which led her to challenge herself. His behavior is somewhat
contradictory, which may be understood when considering his upraising and cultural
background. The image Lama provided of her husband is one of a caring person who wants her
to improve. However, his actions do not match his caring nature. We see him encouraging Lama
and praising her but at the same time, he called her “a coward” (Interview II, August 26, 2019)
and compared her to other Syrian female refugees saying, “Why do you leave yourself like this?
You have everything you need. All the Syrian women can drive.” (Interview II, August 26,
2019).
Lama kept on talking about how good her husband is. She also gave examples of how he
tried to help her. When he saw how upset she was for not learning, he told her to read the Quran,
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something she was good at and that would make her feel better. However, Lama was no longer
open to ignoring the problem. She wanted to resolve it and move forward.
Lama noticed her husband was no longer supportive. Examining his behavior, we notice
he was using criticism to motivate his wife to reach her goal, which is related to Skinner’s (1953)
operant conditioning. Lama’s husband was applying negative punishment, which was explained
by Catania (1979) as related to the introduction of an unpleasant effect, which in this case was
criticism. Lama’s husband believed that by not praising his wife, he could push her to change her
behavior, feel less afraid, and trust her own abilities. Being fragile, Lama did not respond to his
stimulus; in fact, what he did caused her to withdraw and keep to herself. She decided she would
no longer bother him with her work or ask for help.
Lama’s insecurity is clear in her reaction to Hiba’s knowledge about landmarks. As Hiba
provided a list of different landmarks, Lama jumped in to say, “Mash’Allah Hiba, your husband
has taught you well” (Online session, September 3, 2019). Being married to a surgeon, it seems
that Lama feels a sense of inequality between them, which could be the reason behind her
thinking that male figures are more knowledgeable.
The male figure is strongly present in Hiba’s story as well. Unlike Lama’s husband,
Hiba’s husband played a major role in promoting Hiba’s success causing her to advance. He was
always present to listen to Hiba, encourage her, and praise her efforts.
Hiba’s numerous success stories extended beyond the classroom to include her house.
Prior to studying online, Hiba did not feel confident around her husband and children. She talked
about how her husband knew much more than her and how her son criticized her for not trying to
speak correctly. This irritated Hiba who sought to be a role model for her children. She did not
want her children to look down at her and think she is less than them.
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Hiba’s neighbor, Angela, compared their relationship to that between a mom and her
child and suggested she would understand Hiba just like a mom does her little child. Hiba felt
good about this idea at the beginning because it lessened the pressure on her. However, she soon
avoided that because she wanted to set an example for her children and wanted them to be proud
of her.
Hiba shared everything she did in class with her husband. He would call her immediately
after each session and inquire about what she learned and did, and they would also talk about that
later in the evening. Hiba loved his attention and she could see that he was clearly proud of her.
Hiba’s husband did not only encourage her. He also told his family and friends about her,
which boosted Hiba’s confidence. When their children asked if their mom was better in English
than them, the dad confirmed she was. Hiba reacted: “Him speaking like that motivates me”
(Interview III, September 27, 2019). Upon seeing how well her husband was doing in English,
Hiba felt she needed to follow in his footsteps. Hiba used to feel like a “dumb in a wedding”
(literal translation- in reference to someone who does not comprehend what is going on around
them) (Interview I, July 17, 2019) and wanted to change that image. She worked hard to erase
the old Hiba from her family’s mind.
Hiba did not only share success moments with her husband. She also tried to introduce
him to new ideas she had learned such as the bath bombs telling him, “You are still going to
learn a lot from me!” (Interview II, August 31, 2019).
A humorous person by nature, Hiba soon started to joke in English as when she told her
husband, “I am not OK. Can you love me extra today?” (laughs hard) (Interview III, September
27, 2019).
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Hiba also succeeded at winning her children’s respect and becoming a role model for
them. As she taught them about the currency, her son told his father, “See, you should learn from
mom. She is learning using the laptop, so she knows everything” (Interview II, August 31, 2019).
Hiba kept on sharing information with her family and teaching them about new things, which
caused her children to view her in a new light. She was no longer the ignorant mom but the new
knowledgeable mom.
Restricted/Empowered
The effect of Lama’s husband extended to her communications with people around her.
Lama was always accompanied by her husband except when she went to work. She never felt the
need to speak English. The only time Lama used English outside class with a stranger was when
a lady came to visit her. Lama was happy she could speak and carry out a conversation. She felt
she could do that because she was receiving help in Arabic. She commented: “She told me that
my English is good. Therefore, I told you that when I know a word in Arabic, I cannot forget it”
(Interview II, August 26, 2019).
According to SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2000), individuals become autonomous when they are
encouraged and are not pressured to act in a certain way. This is what Lama was experiencing
with her husband who wanted to motivate her to take charge of her own learning but in the
process pressured her. This adversely affected her ability to internalize the behavior and act
autonomously.
Williams and Deci (1996) investigated the effect of SDT on second-year medical students
who were taking an interviewing course. They found that the students’ autonomy was enhanced
when they realized that their instructors were supportive of their autonomy. This helps explain
what happened to Lama who began to show inclination towards autonomy but who was not
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ready to become autonomous. Reeve and Jang (2006) investigated instructional behaviors and
reported a positive correlation between several behaviors and students’ perceptions about
autonomy. This is relevant in Lama’s situation since the behaviors I taught affected her and
encouraged her to start taking initiative. During the synchronous sessions, I continuously
encouraged her to study by herself and bring her questions to class. Lama took her time and we
all listened to her problems and questions. I continuously encouraged her and praised her for her
hard work and dedication. Lama improved and began to be proactive but was not fully in control.
As such, during the online sessions she was beginning to take initiative as a result of being
affected by my encouragement. Yet, being pressured at home was not helping and held her back
from achieving full autonomy.
Lama’s husband unintentionally restricted her from practicing full autonomy. He
inhibited her through his criticism, which led her to avoid speaking in public. In consequence,
Lama did not accept the behavior as her own and was controlled by a feeling of guilt or shame
for not being equal to others and for her strong desire to please her husband. Her shame stemmed
from her husband’s comparison of her to other Syrian female refugees who outdid her according
to him and who could either speak English or drive a car at a time when she was stuck and could
not improve in either.
In contrast, Hiba provided multiple stories about her using English with her friends and
the community at large. Hiba acted as a teacher with her friend trying to show her what she had
learned in class: “I was very happy, I felt as if I were teaching her something (laughing)”
(Interview II, August 31, 2019). On different occasions, Hiba was able to carry out conversations
with her son’s teacher and with people from the daycare. Previously, Hiba could not understand
everything and could not reply. However, for the first time she could not only reply but also ask
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questions to inquire about things she needed to learn about: “I can now confidently ask about
anything” (Interview III, September 27, 2019). When talking to her son’s teacher, Hiba was
proud she no longer used incorrect grammar but told the teacher, “what he likes and doesn’t like
(doesn’t like- in English) now, I know how to say that (laughs)” (Interview III, September 27,
2019).
In the past, Hiba did not communicate with people because her husband did the talking
and she felt: “There is no need for me to talk” (Interview I, July 17, 2019). Now, she no longer
wants that. One day, she went to the language school and waited for an hour during which she
heard many conversations and was ecstatic because, “I listened to all the conversations and was
thinking I know this, I understood that” (Interview III, September 27, 2019). Hiba began to
mingle with people and no longer felt the need to have her husband with her. She became more
outgoing and looked forward to experimenting with the language she had learned saying, “Now,
I can form a sentence and say what I want, and I can explain something to myself and to others”
(Interview III, September 27, 2019).
Hiba began with a sense of introjected regulation. She felt frustration when her son
pointed out her inability to pronounce ‘apple’ and demanded she be clear and show knowledge
rather than expect people to accommodate her. She was conscious of the increasing importance
of English in her children’s lives and wanted to be part of it in the future. Her wish to learn
English stemmed from her desire to maintain self-esteem and be valued by her children and
considered a role model and not someone who is unable to help them in their education. Hiba’s
desire to gain approval from her son reflected low wellbeing (Rogers, 1963). This was in tandem
with Ryan and Deci’s (2000) proposal about the relationship between one’s wellbeing and the
fulfillment of their basic psychological needs.
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As Hiba became more involved in learning English, she began to envision herself as a
possible future teacher. As a result, her motivation shifted to a more intrinsic one having realized
the importance of learning English to herself. What began as a form of introjected regulation
motivation began to lose some of the external reasons connected to it and shifted to become
integrated regulation motivation as Hiba became conscious of her own interest in the process and
the value it added to her life. This is in tandem with Ryan and Deci (2000) who stated that
extrinsically motivated people can become self-determined people as their needs for competence,
relatedness, and autonomy are being met and allowed to flourish.
In considering the conditions that led to Hiba’s progress and advancement on the
motivation continuum, several factors were at play. First, Hiba repeatedly talked about her
husband’s effect on her, his sincere interest in her education, his continuous encouragement and
sense of pride. Hiba referred to him as being her first and most important source of
encouragement. His attitude towards her greatly affected her since she declared: “If he acted
indifferently, then he might have caused me to hate learning” (Interview III, September 27,
2019).
Hiba’s husband nurtured her growth and fulfilled her need for relatedness to achieve
internalization. Being the closest person to her and her supporter, Hiba derived energy from him.
He also looks so much like Hiba’s father. Hence, Hiba sees her father in him and in turn seeks
encouragement and recognition from both. Hiba talked about how her father saw in her a wise
and big girl and she aspires to live up to his expectations.
Hiba’s innate psychological needs were met and fostered in both the online language
classroom and in her home environment, which led to a healthy wellbeing and reflected
positively on her achievement and her strive to attain her goal. In contrast, Lama was not fully
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supported at home. She was receiving attention and recognition at the beginning, but this soon
turned into avoidance and a sense of withdrawal, which resulted in lowering her wellbeing. Lama
placed strong importance on learning English because she felt different from her own family and
those whom she is obliged to communicate with when she accompanies her husband.
Initially, Lama’s motivation to learn stemmed from her external motivation to comply
and avoid being ridiculed by her classmates. Lama aspired to live up to her husband’s standards
and feel as an equal to him and people in his circle, which made her seek praise. With the
passage of time and as she started to improve in English, she experienced introjected regulation,
which was perceived through her continuous efforts to have people commend her and tell her she
was improving.
Lama and Hiba’s need to learn English and their reasons behind that had affected their
identity. Emmons (1996) attested to the influence one’s goals have on their identity, which
Sheldon and Kasser (1995) believed become part of one’s self; that is, people’s wellbeing
develops when they make progress in their internal goals.
Miller and Brickman (2004) stated that possible selves are related to goals people wish to
achieve in the long future, which drive them to behave in a certain way and to integrate those
goals. This explains Hiba’s attempts to explain things to her peers, family, and friends. Hiba
perceived her possible self as a teacher and she acted accordingly; thereby, translating her goal
into actions. Hiba invoked her imagination in the process, which Wenger (1998) explains as “a
process of expanding our self by transcending our time and space and creating new images of the
world and ourselves” (p. 176).
Hiba’s image of herself as a teacher pushed her to work harder and motivated her to
improve and grow as a language learner. In contrast, Lama was not receiving support at home
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and continued feeling alienated. Being different was negatively affecting her as she resumed to
feel inequality with her household members.
In this research, I set out to explore Hiba and Lama’s experiences learning English online
and how their interactions both during the online class and in their daily lives impacted their
identities. In doing this, I avoided treating them as students but rather as individuals who have
specific needs, goals, and aspirations. I also focused on the different contexts that shaped who
they are and the online learning context through which many of their interactions took place.
Consequently, I avoided following tenets of a linear approach that are dominant in the field and
followed what Ushioda (2009) referred to as relational approach. This latter approach highlights
the importance of focusing on people as individuals rather than language learners while paying
attention to details that are specific to them. In fact, Ushioda further identified CoP as one of the
theoretical frameworks that can allow for such an approach. It bears repeating that although my
study followed much of Ushioda’s work, it is beyond the scope of this research to interpret
findings according to her theory. Nonetheless, it is worth revisiting this research for future
analysis taking her theory into consideration.
The Sociopolitical Context Surrounding this Research
In providing an opportunity for Syrian female refugees to learn English online, I intended
for this to help them communicate with the surrounding environment and allow them
engagement in their children’s education. In discussing my motivations and the purpose of this
study, I revealed my transparent aims of this research; however, on a deeper level, I aspired for
this experience to provide Syrian female refugees with the desire to learn in the way they deemed
relevant to their lives and needs. Through frameworks such as CoP and ethics of care, I planned
for this to instill in the participants a sense of agency. By appreciating their differences and what
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they had to offer in class, I intended to allow them to see themselves as valuable learners who
have much to offer and share with others and with me. Encouraging dialogue was one way of
providing the learners with a voice and spurring them to exercise critical thinking. Furthermore,
through narrative and reflections, I invited the participants to contribute to this research and
provide their own perceptions about the entire online learning experience.
As an educator, I strongly believe in the power of education to reform and liberate
people. However, in this study, I did not address the Syrian female refugees’ perception about
critical pedagogy for two main reasons. The first reason has to do with the education system in
Syria and the learners’ previous learning experiences. The education system in Syria is mostly
one of ‘banking’ (Freire, 2000) whereby learners are considered empty vessels and teachers as
possessors of knowledge who can pass what they know to those less powerful. The participants
did not discuss how learning English affects them as people who are seeking justice, especially
given that English is an international language. I did not feel that my participants were ready yet
to comment on such an issue since they had only been in the United States for a few years and
had so much going on in their lives. A second main reason is related to how they were viewed by
people while in camps and prior to arriving in the United States. In fact, Hiba expressed her
anger at how people used to label her and refer to her although she looked like them and spoke
their language. I deliberately avoided such conversations so as not to drive the participants away
or cause them additional stress or anxiety. Addressing such converations calls for a longitudinal
study that would allow participants more time to feel relaxed and confident prior to engaging in
such sensitive topics.
Freirean pedagogies were heavily implemented in my online classes since the students
were active members who participated and shared experiences and knowledge. This is evident in
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Hiba’s role as a facilitator and her feeling that she can be a teacher even in my presence. The
students learned in a safe environment where they could experiment, share information, and use
their mother tongue. They were never judged nor silenced regardless of what they said; instead,
they were always encouraged to think for themselves and discuss any materials they were
interested in.
This research did not consider the sociopolitical context of learning and Freire’s
teachings. However, if I were to revisit data from this research, it is definitely worth considering
and reflecting on how educators can help provide refugees with justice and how moving away
from traditional methods of teaching affects refugees, and perhaps more importantly, how doing
so allows them to become active members who through critical thinking can bring about
transformation and effect social change.
Conclusions
Lama and Hiba expressed their satisfaction with online learning. They talked about how
it helped them improve in different ways and how it positively impacted their lives. Their
experiences were dissimilar due to the many factors that affected them and played a vital role in
their learning. Their previous language learning experiences in addition to the contrasting ways
in which they were supported by their families, particularly their husbands, had affected how
they represented themselves and changed as language learners. However, an extremely important
point that needs to be highlighted here is the impact the online language course had on them,
including the role of their teacher and peers.
Despite the vast differences between Lama and Hiba, they were both positively affected
by their online learning experience. Studying their stories closely shows that they stressed five
main factors, which together can contribute to the success of language learners. These are the

247

presence of an effective CoP, implementing ethics of care, dual language instruction, motivation,
and family support (Figure 16).

Ethics of
Care

Effective
CoP

Dual
Language
Instruction

Motivation

Online
Language
Learning

Family
Support

Figure 16. Factors Syrian Female Refugees Deemed Essential for the Success of Online
Language Learning

The factors mentioned are important for any language-learning experience. However,
they are particularly essential when teaching refugees who have undergone much trouble and
require special attention and treatment.
This study is timely and important given the absence of research on Syrian female
refugees studying English online and the impact it has on their identity. It helps raise awareness
about the benefits of online learning from the perspective of a group of refugees who face several
limitations in their lives that hinder them from joining language classes in person.
Given the current circumstances the entire world is undergoing following the outbreak of
COVID-19, it is essential to introduce our refugee students to online learning. Hiba reached out
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to me after the pandemic started to let me know her language school had stopped all classes. Like
all other schools, her language school decided to move to online learning. Hiba expressed her
happiness at being familiar with this way of learning. She told me how her husband and others
were stressed because they did not know what awaited them. In contrast, she felt ready and
relieved she could continue learning and did not have to stop like many others who were obliged
to drop out because of their unfamiliarity with this learning format.
Moving all schools online places an immense responsibility on the parents who need to
assist their children and monitor their education. Such circumstances necessitate the active role
of the parents since what they can or cannot do can greatly impact their children’s performance.
Again, a couple of participants reached out and assured me their children were doing well and
that they were struggling but could help their children and become involved in their learning.
This is extremely important given the current situation because it means the children will not fall
behind because of the absence of support or assistance.
Having almost twenty years of online teaching experience, I thought I had seen enough
and was not ready for so much surprise. Incredibly, this research has taught me much about the
benefits of online learning and opened my eyes to how this medium can serve this
underrepresented population.
Drawing on CoP, SDT, and ethics of care has provided a clear picture of how those
Syrian female refugees reacted to their online learning experience and the different factors that
affected their learning. This research provides suggestions about what teachers can do to improve
students’ motivation, support them, and allow them better opportunities at learning.
An important highlight from this study is the effect of CoP and how students can
overcome their fears through the teacher and peers’ support. Using Arabic to teach had a positive
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effect on the students’ morale since it made them feel equal and not left out. The students’
linguistic and cultural background were acknowledged, which led to a positive learning
environment in which students felt both productive and included.
This study highlights the important role a teacher can play in their students’ lives.
Language teachers are probably refugee students’ first real contact with the new world, which
necessitates that they pay special attention when teaching them and communicating with them.
This is important to ensure that refugee students have a rewarding experience since teachers can
greatly impact their interests in any future learning opportunities.
It is essential that teachers fully comprehend what teaching with care means as their
perceptions do not necessarily match those of the refugees they teach (Due & Riggs, 2016).
Therefore, they need to be transparent with their refugee students, build strong relationships and
confidence to effectively understand how they can best cater to their needs and allow them to
succeed.
Stories like Lama and Hiba’s make teaching an extremely rewarding profession. Such
stories keep me going and push me to reach out to students. Having taught these Syrian women
refugee for eight weeks opened my eyes to the challenges they encounter in their languagelearning journey. This research enabled me to see how much these women have learned, what
their aspirations are, the obstacles they tried to overcome, and the goals they sought to reach.
Reflecting on my own teaching allowed me to put myself in my students’ shoes and do what I
felt was in their best interest since as Noddings (2013) put it:
Apprehending the other’s reality, feeling what he feels as nearly as possible, is the
essential part of caring from the view of the one-caring. For if I take on the other’s reality
as possibility and begin to feel its reality, I feel, also, that I must act accordingly; that is, I
am impelled to act as though in my own behalf, but in behalf of the other. (Noddings,
2013, p. 6)
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I am hoping this study can enlighten teachers about ways to motivate their refugee
students and what they can do to create learning environments that are conducive to language
learning. It is essential that teachers encourage refugee students to learn and find themselves in a
new country and a new language.
Findings from this study should be considered when providing teacher training,
especially to teachers who plan to work with refugees. Special emphasis should be placed on
ensuring that teachers teach with care and that they can connect with their refugee students. It is
advisable to have a teacher who can speak the refugees’ native language as that can be liberating
as evidenced in this research.
Approaching the Finish Line
As I come closer to writing the last few pages of my dissertation, I reflect on my work
and realize how I have grown and changed throughout the entire journey. My participants’
learning trajectory resulted in an equally interesting one for me. Thinking about this entire
experience opened my eyes to the reality that what started as an intent to extend a helping hand
to Syrian refugees resulted in an extremely important life lesson and experience for me.
For as long as I can remember, I would walk into different classrooms, meet 20 or more
students, interact and study with them for a few months only to say goodbye and start a new
chapter. I still hold many beautiful memories of those classes but have few connections only with
those students who wished to stay in touch. Although students would tell me that I am
approachable and friendly, I never allowed myself to cross boundaries and ask them about their
private lives. However, I would rise to the occasion and provide help if they ever asked for it.
Whenever I saw a student unhappy or stressed, I would ask them if they were OK and if the
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answer was a simple one such as, “I’ll be fine” or “Nothing serious”, I would take that as a hint
to bring the conversation to an end and step away saying, “Hope you feel better soon.”
Teaching in this research was nothing like my previous experiences for many reasons.
For the first time, I allowed myself to become involved in my students’ lives. I did not think
about it nor did I realize it until much later when they would call me to ask for advice or send me
a thank you message to let me know they appreciate my help.
I have always loved my job in that it allows me to meet people from various disciplines
and backgrounds. However, this time around things were different. I derived joy and fulfillment
from working with these Syrian women in a way I never felt with any of my previous classes.
When they would thank me, I would tell them, “I am the one who should say thank you.” I felt I
needed to thank them not because they agreed to participate in my study and in turn complete a
dissertation but because they allowed me into their lives. I wanted to thank them for trusting me
and sharing with me their deepest thoughts and feelings, for crying in front of me when talking
about some of their most personal stories and laughing those tears off with me saying, “I feel
better after talking to you.” I felt honored each time they talked to me and shared a part of their
life. Each story, each tear, each smile, and, yes, each laugh made me realize how important and
rewarding my profession truly is.
I no longer want to think about how I can define myself. Doing so no longer matters. This
experience has humanized me in so many ways that I finally know how to answer the earlier
question about my identity. It is true that many things have made me the person I am today but
answering that question is so much simpler now: I am a human being. I am a person who met
people from different walks of life, who affected and got affected by them, who taught and
learned a lot from others. I learned that it does not matter what language you speak, where you
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are from, or with whom you communicate. All that matters is what you do to make this world a
better place, one where people can live peacefully together without disparaging each other for
being different, no matter what the word ‘different’ means.
Although I did not intend this research to focus on my own teacher identity, I found this
concept infiltrating my work as I thought about my role in the students’ language-learning
journey. Through stories about previous language experiences, the participants called attention to
Holliday’s (2006) native speakerism, which is a disquieting term considering the contributions of
endless scholars and researchers to the field of English Language Teaching (ELT).
As someone who has been in the field for over two decades and who taught in different
local and international contexts, I always questioned this dichotomy between nativeness and nonnativeness. Teaching in my country along with many fellow native speakers of English, I found
myself spending my breaks in the teachers’ room answering questions about when to use the
“present perfect” time frame or what they call the ‘s’ that attaches to the verb with the pronouns
‘he, she, and it’. As much as I enjoyed holding discussions with my colleagues, those kept me
wondering about how we differently satisfied students’ needs and questions. In the United States,
I heard many of my bilingual teacher friends commenting on how they find themselves trying to
‘sell water where it abounds’- a Syrian idiom that refers to people doing something in somebody
else’s area of professionalism. This often led me to think about whether people should label
themselves native versus non-native, which Aneja (2016) nicely referred to as being “(non)native
speakered” (p. 576).
My experience with refugees has opened my eyes to the importance of what I do even
when I am surrounded by thousands of native speaker teachers. Their stories raised my
awareness to several important points. First, being a native speaker does not necessarily make
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any one a better teacher in any language. There are multiple factors at play including one’s
knowledge, culture awareness, creativity, personality and the list continues. In relation to culture,
I realized that although I am not American, I may be a better person to talk about American
culture to those Syrian refugees. This is because Americans may not be aware of what is in a
culture for them that is different from others. This is a counter argument to the general belief
about the established rights of native English speaker teachers (NESTs) as being more
knowledgeable about their culture and can thus teach it better than a non-native English speaker
teacher (NNEST) (Yazan, 2018). Yazan argued that the presence of two distinct groups falls
short of valuing the diversity of language teachers and the experiences they bring into the field. I
strongly agree with Yazan given a NNEST understanding of different cultures, they may help
bridge culture gaps for their learners and allow them to see things from a different perspective.
For instance, dogs in Syria are not commonly held as pets, which is why my students could not
understand how people in the United States hold them so dearly. I spent a considerable time
explaining the difference between our understanding and that of the Americans and how the
latter value their pets and treat them like family or that they get offended if people regard their
pets animals only. Sharing the students’ culture, I knew they meant no harm; they were just not
used to the idea that I could talk about it so openly with them.
Acknowledging the presence of a dichotomy such as NEST and NNEST certainly fails to
recognize identity-as-pedagogy (Morgan, 2004), which defines a good language teacher as
someone who is translingual and one who is able to draw on several linguistic resources, which
is indeed important considering the diversity of our present day classrooms.
As far as the students are concerned, they clearly talked about how they did not feel
comfortable studying with some teachers or how they did not benefit from them. In contrast, they
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pointed out how they could relate to me just because I happened to know their language and that
this was enough to push them to work harder or that using Arabic allowed them a richer and
more fruitful experience. One final reason distinguishing a teacher is caring and compassion.
This factor proved to be extremely important in the refugees’ experience and it has nothing to do
with being a native or non-native, but may be a dividing line between what people label a ‘good’
or ‘bad’ teacher. In all, being an effective and influential teacher is not even remotely related to
nativeness.
Given that I grew up using English and considering my experiences teaching English
locally and internationally, I would argue against labeling people “native” and “non-native” as
such labels include much more than being born speaking or not speaking a language. Given my
exposure to multiple languages and sociocultural contexts, I feel a closer association with
Menard-Warwick’s (2008) transnational identity. Because English is widely considered an
international language, there should be a push towards discarding such labels and having a wide
range of identities (Aneja, 2016). So contextualized, teachers would feel more comfortable in
reaching such an identity because, in the end, it is their very identity that is being referred to
here, and no one knows them better than they do. Debates about language learner identity and
teacher identity have been going on for a long time and with the introduction of digital
technology comes the need to focus on those identities in a digital environment (Norton, 2017).
Discussing teacher identity is a topic that can result in many more pages in this work.
Given the outcomes of this research and how my students referred to my influence on them and
how I impacted their language-learning journey, I felt obliged to touch on this issue in broad
strokes even though an in-depth discussion of this topic is beyond the scope of the present study
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Limitations and Future Directions
This study focused on the experiences of two participants, which indicates that the
findings are particular to those people. However, the richness of their stories allows readers a
clear understanding of their journeys. It is likely that readers can find similarities between the
stories presented here and those of other refugees and other underrepresented populations who
undergo similar restrictions and challenges.
The narratives presented rely on the narration of the participants’ stories, as well as those
that are entirely my own. Narrative research depends much on the quality of writing produced
and its clarity (Mitchell & Weber, 2013). To ensure transparency, I included stories told at
different times, which help strengthen my own understanding of the different events as they
transpired. Although I tried my best to produce “good narratives,” my writing skills are still in
need of much improvement.
Time in this study may be considered a limitation. I was interested in investigating Syrian
female refugees’ experiences while studying English online. It was possible to understand their
perceptions and experiences during the period of eight weeks. Nonetheless, an extended study
may usher better understanding of the experiences heretofore discussed and may even uncover
many more challenges or new ways to help them fulfill their learning potential, their own
understanding of “identities” notwithstanding.
Given the findings from this study and the importance of raising awareness to the
experiences of refugees learning languages, I wish to extend the conversation through some
recommendations. Because of the participants’ narratives about their experiences in physical
language classes in the United States, future research should explore those experiences and study
how they impact learners and whether they are likely to promote or hinder their learning and
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why. The stories of Hiba and Lama no doubt shed light on some of the challenges refugees face
in the language classroom. Even so, there are certainly many more stories that could raise
awareness to a great many other issues. Hearing those stories and learning about the various
obstacles refugees face will allow us to better address their needs and create positive learning
environments.
In this study, I did not intend to find solutions to problems or to create a model that can
be adopted with respect to refugees or minority-language learners. My aim was to highlight their
experiences and raise awareness to some of the issues they struggle with. Consequently, future
research may want to focus on what language teachers need to do to help those groups succeed
and how they could achieve that. Given that this is a tremendous task, researchers need to
conduct studies on multiple refugee groups in different parts of the country around the United
States and internationally. This would allow for a better understanding of their problems and
how we as educators could best help them and encourage them to pursue learning.
Based on the refugees’ experiences, there is a pressing need for critical pedagogy studies
that raise refugees’ awareness and help empower them in their language-learning journey. This is
of critical importance given the fact that many refugees have escaped persecution and injustice.
Our role as educators is to ensure that they do not face similar experiences but instead learn to
complain and defend their rights. Critical investigation of the refugees’ experiences is necessary
to cause change and impact refugee policies. Allowing those refugees to have a voice and
providing opportunities for them to share their narratives and opinions could help reshape current
practices and result in inclusive education that helps these refugees feel welcome while
embracing their cultural diversity.
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Given the dearth of research on online language learning with refugees, especially female
refugees, future research should focus on how language teachers could employ technology to
promote language learning. In this research, the participants mainly made use of a few online
platforms to learn English and communicate. Throughout the study, they would sometimes ask
me to help them with pronunciation and finding answers to specific questions. This prompted me
to consider if introducing them to platforms such as YouTube and Google could have helped
them seek answers for themselves and eventually encouraged them to become more autonomous
learners. Accordingly, I would recommend that future studies incorporate more technology after
careful consideration. It is important to ensure that participants are comfortable using such
technologies while clarifying the need to carefully choose from the resources available and, more
importantly, be critical of what they find.
Prior to starting this research, I intended to only recruit participants who placed in the
same proficiency level. Soon, I realized the impracticality behind such a decision since it was not
a good indicator of their linguistic knowledge. Although the participants in this research did not
exhibit the same level of language knowledge, interest, and competence, they all enriched the
study through their contributions, commitment, and enthusiasm. In their diversity, they made this
online learning experience a special one for all involved. However, teaching them sparked my
interest to explore how this experience could have been different or would have addressed their
needs in a better or different way had they been more uniformly selected, an area that may well
be addressed in future research.
Conducting a longitudinal study would allow for a better understanding of the
participants’ experiences and the impact such experiences could have on their identities. It would
most certainly help to explore if Hiba persists in her learning and strive to achieve her goals and
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if Lama would indeed be able to overcome her limitedness and make strides given the support
she has through her CoP.
Finally, further research should be done with different female refugee populations to
investigate more fully the similarities and/or differences and comprehend the needs afflicting
such populations and the ways in which different female refugee populations could be assisted in
other than those this research set out to explore. There is a need for educators who can show
refugee students the value in using technology for language learning in their daily lives. This will
possibly allow them to develop their L2 skills and open doors for them to pursue autonomous
learning. Encouraging refugee students to take charge of their learning and apply the needed
technology may well give rise to interesting ways of understanding their L2 identities and their
relationships with the outside world.
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Appendix D: Assessor A Report*
My Time English is an online platform that provides a user-friendly forum for English
language learning specifically for older learners. It is a research-based program designed to
provide active learning opportunities, scaffolded instruction, and flexibility to meet instructional
needs for older language learners. There are 4 levels and the focus of this review is only on level
1 Units 1-13.
When browsing through the learning management website, the presentation of directions
was done appropriately. The first feature that was well-designed was the adaptive placement test
that provides an appropriate placement level/content for the students. The progress tests allow
the students to look at their strengths and weaknesses and then focus on areas for improvement.
Additionally, the website is easy to navigate for adult learners who may not be familiar with
using computerized systems. There are pictures and visuals that provide the students with tools
for practicing listening skills. The illustrations and the videos are detailed, and pictures have
vibrant colors. The objects, people, and animals on the various units show a good representation
of real-life examples. Pictures maintain their clarity throughout, and students are still provided
with a vivid image. All these features reduce the possibility of confusion.
Overall the lessons and assessments on My Time English are designed taking into
consideration the theories and stages of second language acquisition. Second language
acquisition (SLA) stages are pre-production, early production, speech emergence, intermediate
fluency, and advanced fluency, (Hill & Flynn, 2008). During the beginning stages of SLA,
individuals heavily benefit from directions that involve pointing, slow speaking, short sentences,
visually friendly tasks, repetition, images for meaning, among others. Although these
characteristics are helpful, students at level one and two may encounter difficulty comprehending
if there is no facilitator. For example, individuals in Level 1 undergo a silent period so they
respond by nonverbal signs such as nodding and pointing. Moreover, students in stage 2 are still
struggling to comprehend, because they have only learned to respond with one to two words and
understand a few questions, including who, what, and how many, (Hill & Flynn, 2008).
However, this difficulty can easily be overcome by having great facilitation of the course
materials using scaffolds.
Overall, My Time English is a well-designed language learning system that takes into
consideration the needs of different learners.

*This report was shared with me as a word document.
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Appendix E: Assessor B Report*
The opening of the site is very intuitive, from the clearly-marked links to move from page
to page, to the pop-up of how to navigate the site, if needed. The introductory image of a southAsian woman with a silver tray, presumably of flower petals that she is tossing into the air, and
other similarly-dressed women in bright pink sari wardrobes, projects a cross-cultural and
visually-appealing introduction.
Upon entering the Lessons, there is an assumption of some reading proficiency and/or
familiarity with the visual icons used in many digital spaces. Without this literacy in English or
in semiotics/signs, the learner can still proceed with a bit of trial and error. The learner could
move forward after some clicking, which would lead the learner to realize the various "listen"
(also with a symbol icon of a speaker) buttons, and record (microphone icon) buttons etc.
Regarding the content of the lessons, the numbers and letters does assume a very basic
starting point, but one that does build on an assumed literacy of the learner. This is a literacy that
recognizes the foundation of reading via a connection between the written letters and the sounds
they produce, or, not simply, the understanding that such a connection exists. In other words,
without added scaffolding, the lessons online would likely be inaccessible for learners illiterate
in their native language(s) and the online platform would be difficult, at best, for those without
basic computer literacy (understanding where and how to click, recognizing when/how to drag
elements, etc.). This study has included a computer proficiency criterion, so this seems to be
properly addressed in the selection of participants.
The multi-racial and multi-gendered models in the images suggests an attention to
inclusivity and perhaps reflects a possible diverse English as a Second Language classroom that
may occur in the US. The content of the lesson includes numbers, letter sounds, and greetings.
The fast pace of how the content is introduced suggests an assumption that the learner is already
familiar with the basic content. Lesson one would serve, then, as a review, or, if it is intended to
stand alone, it would require the learner to repeat the same activities and audio recordings
multiple times.
Critique of the first lessons: The program requires some computer literacy and requires
some basic level of English literacy in order to stand alone. Without the computer literacy, the
learner would find it difficult, if not impossible to navigate the pages. Without some English
basics, the learner would need to spend a significant amount of time to autonomously learn the
vocabulary and grammar from the lessons. With some literacy background, the lessons work
well to support the student through introductions of vocabulary (or a review), divided into basic
words (ex: numbers), and then basic grammar (ex: to be verb).
The second lesson (personal pronouns) also is quite advanced for true beginners;
however, the exposure to the audio recordings and the supporting images are possible entrypoints for dedicated/autonomous students who would navigate the lesson multiple times. This
holds true for the majority of the content. The lessons, are presented in a way that introduces
both vocabulary and grammar and supports the content with both audio (pronunciation
guide/listening practice) and visuals (images that are directly related to the content in the text
and/or audio). With time and self-paced, or reiterative/repetitive learning that is inherent in this
type of online platform, a learner with some literacy skills and some English can truly benefit
from the diversity of topics and activities offered throughout the lessons.
While there is potential for progressing in vocabulary and grammar understanding, the
course as a stand-alone English language instruction is quite difficult. For some students who are
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Appendix E Continued
not highly-motivated, or who do not have good computer literacy as well as strong literacy skills
in their L1, the course may be confusing and, ultimately, frustrating. The confusion may be
related to the sequence of the lessons; some lessons, especially in the early stages (Lessons 1-3),
are challenging, even for learners who have had some exposure to English language studies.
Other challenges are the lack of hints or explanations (explanations in English would only be
useful for more advanced students). This program might be problematic (too challenging) if used
as a stand-alone learning platform for true beginners; however, it can be used as an excellent
review of basics and as a beginner-intermediate level/low intermediate learner platform for
motivated students.
The content itself is engaging and useful, as is the progression from basics, including
greetings and giving information about oneself (including vocabulary about family) to more
situational vocabulary such as school and home. The lesson on food is limited to foods
associated with US (typically eaten, widely found foods), which may not be relevant or may not
be as useful for immigrants searching for more diverse foods. The section on jobs is quite limited
in vocabulary as well. The entry-level jobs listed (and the waitress/manicurist/hair stylist jobs
that are depicted as gendered/female jobs!--ok, they had waiter too, but still!) suggest that ELLs
do not have training/professional experience etc. If learners wish to talk about themselves, there
should be a much wider/inclusive list of professions from which to choose. Perhaps not for
testing purposes (for all students to learn every profession), but for learners to be able to select
what reflects their past and/or goal.
The menu with the various levels is useful for allowing the student to return to earlier
lessons, or to preview future directions. The "progress test," if used as a tool to simply help the
student self-assess, should be more flexible in allowing the test to be submitted before all 30
responses are required. (I assume the progress test can be taken multiple times).
Some of the activities require some cross-cultural knowledge (ex. the adjectives for
various cities/locations around the world). This makes the lesson more engaging.
If the students are educated in L1, this content should be challenging, yet useful and
informative for them. If the students struggle with digital literacy or have beginner (or very low)
proficiency in English, then they would likely need more 1:1 online support or F2F support to
accompany this platform/course.

*This report was shared with me as a word document.
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Appendix F: Guiding Interview Questions
Initial interview
1- Describe your experience learning English in the past in your country.
2- What is your most pleasant memory as a language learner? Please describe it.
3- What is your most unpleasant memory as a language learner? Please describe it.
4- Describe your experience with English in the United States.
5- Why are you interested in learning English?
Second Interview
1- What is working/not working for you in the online English course?
2- What do you like/dislike about the online English course?
3- Describe experiences of using English in your daily life.
4- How do you feel when you use English?
Final Interview
1- Describe your experience with the online English course.
2- How do you feel learning English has impacted you?
3- What are your goals for the future?
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Appendix G: Guiding Interview Questions Translation
أسئلة لتوجيه مسار المقابلة
المقابلة المبدئية
 - ١تحدثي عن تجربتك في تعلم اللغة اإلنكليزية في الماضي في بلدك.
 - ٢ما هي أمتع ذكرياتك كمتعلمة للغة اإلنكليزية؟ اشرحي رجاء.
 - ٣ما هي اكثر ذكرياتك الغير سارة كمتعلمة للغة اإلنكليزية؟ اشرحي رجاء.
 - ٤صفي تجربتك مع اللغة اإلنكليزية في الواليات المتحدة االميركية.
 - ٥لماذا أنت مهتمة بتعلم اللغة اإلنكليزية؟
المقابلة الثانية
 - ١ما هي األشياء التي تساعدك /ال تساعدك في دورة اللغة اإلنكليزية عبر اإلنترنت؟
 - ٢ما هي األشياء التي تحبيها /ال تحبيها في دورة اللغة االنكليزية عبر اإلنترنت؟
 - ٣صفي تجاربك في استخدام اللغة االنكليزية في حياتك اليومية.
 - ٤كيف تشعرين عندما تستخدمين اللغة االنكليزية؟
المقابلة األخيرة
 - ١صفي تجربتك مع دورة اللغة االنكليزية عبر اإلنترنت.
- ٢كيف تشعرين بان تعلم اللغة االنكليزية اثر عليك؟
- ٣ما هي أهدافك للمستقبل؟
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Appendix H: Guiding Journal Prompts
Prompt # 1 Write a letter to your family back in Syria telling them about the online English
course you are attending. Describe it to them and let them know how you feel about it. Talk
about what you like and dislike about it.
Prompt # 2 Describe an experience/ encounter you had where you had to use English. What
happened? How has it affected you as a language learner?
Prompt # 3 Write a letter to a friend who is coming to the United States. Tell him or her about
your experience learning English and give some advice.
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Appendix I: Guiding Journal Prompts Translation
أسئلة مساعدة للشروع في كتابة المذكرات
السؤال  ١#اكتبي رسالة إلى عائلتك في سوريا و اشرحي لهم عن دورة اللغة االنكليزية التي تحضرينها عبر اإلنترنت .صفي
الدورة لهم و اشرحي لهم شعورك تجاهها .اشرحي ماذا تحبين و تكرهين فيها.
السؤال  ٢#صفي تجربة /مواجهة حصلت معك و اضطررت الستخدام اللغة االنكليزية .ماذا حصل؟ كيف اثرت هذه الحادثة
عليك كمتعلمة للغة االنكليزية؟
السؤال  ٣#اكتبي رسالة لصديقة سوف تأتي إلى الواليات المتحدة االميركية .اخبريها عن تجربتك في تعلم اللغة االنكليزية و
اعطيها بعض النصائح.
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